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June 6, 2023 W
06/005

To the clergy, monastics, and faithful of the Orthodox Church in America, beloved children in the
Lord, and to all who might make use of the present work:

You have before you the fruit of the common labor of multiple Departments of the Orthodox
Church in America, which in turn coordinated the work of numerous clergy, theologians,
teachers, and qualified laypeople. The result of their work, Essential Orthodox Christian Beliefs:
A Manual for Adult Instruction, comprises sixteen chapters that can be presented in a flexible
manner. Using the Divine Liturgy as the framework for presenting the teachings of the Orthodox
Church, this manual is a suitable resource for guiding inquirers, instructing catechumens, carrying
out a program of mystagogy for the newly-illumined, and confirming mature Orthodox Christians
in a fuller understanding of our holy faith.

So many are the things “which Jesus did, were every one of them to be written, | suppose that
the world itself could not contain the books that would be written” (Jn. 21:25). The present
volume claims neither to be a definitive catechism nor a complete replacement for previous
resources. In fact, the present Manual is purposefully presented so as to work in concert with
other resources, such as Protopresbyter Thomas Hopko’s series The Orthodox Faith. Moreover,
there are plans to provide supporting materials, including multimedia materials, and to update
this work on a regular basis.

It is my hope that this work, made available to all, free of charge, will serve for the upbuilding of
the Orthodox Church in America, the healing and salvation of souls, and the hastening of the
kingdom. And to our God, one in Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, be all the glory.

Yours in Christ,

+Tikhon
Archbishop of Washington
Metropolitan of All America and Canada

P.O. Box 675 Syosset, New York, 11791
516-922-0550 - metropolitan@oca.org - www.oca.org
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Foreword

In writing and compiling this manual, we intentionally chose the Divine Liturgy to provide the basic
educational structure. Although this work isn’t about the Divine Liturgy, it provides the topics that you will
learn as we encounter them throughout the Divine Liturgy. The Divine Liturgy, as Father Alexander
Schmemann wrote, is “the very center of the whole life of the Church, the sacrament of Christ’s presence
among us and of his communion among us.”' Therefore, it is appropriate to allow the Divine Liturgy to be
both experience and guide for us as we explore the teachings of Orthodox faith.

You will notice as you read through the text that each chapter has a unique voice and style of presentation.
A variety of trusted teachers, scholars, and theologians, all members of the Orthodox Church in America,
have contributed their chapters in their area of expertise. They bring their own experiences and perspectives
to the text, but much like the Holy Scriptures which also was written by a variety of authors with different
voices and writing styles, there is a common thread and message that runs throughout: God has revealed
Himself and He has chosen a people to be His Bride.

There may also be some repeated themes or concepts in the various chapters. Naturally, certain concepts
may be explained in a context which might seem to be repetitive but stated in a different way throughout
the text. Use this as an opportunity to understand how the teachings of the Church are both interwoven and
interdependent.

This effort is meant to be a work in progress, much like our own spiritual lives. We will continue to receive
feedback and advice from trusted sources to make the text more effective for learning. Your teacher will
instruct you on definitions and concepts that may not be explained in the text. This manual isn’t meant to be
an exhaustive source but will provide the foundation for your continued learning and growth. We encourage
you to supplement your learning with other material at the recommendation of your teacher.

We are grateful to God for His mercies and to the generous donors who made this work possible.

Archpriest Thomas M. Soroka
Project Manager
Departments of the Orthodox Church in America

! Alexander Schmemann, “Liturgy and Life: Lectures and Essays on Christian Development Through Liturgical Experience”
(New York: Department of Religious Education, Orthodox Church in America, 1983), 26.
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Chapter 1
Proskomedia: Blessed is the Kingdom

Chapter 1
Proskomedia: Blessed is the Kingdom

“We were created to live on earth unlike animals who die and disappear with time, but with the high
purpose to live with God —not for a hundred years or so—but for eternity!”

—S¢. Innocent of Alaska’

Proskomedia

Before every Divine Liturgy, the priest prepares gifts of bread and wine to be used
during the Eucharist. The preparation ritual is called the Liturgy of Preparation, or
proskomedia. The meaning in Greek is “offering”, indicating that it is our offering to
God. God has blessed us with wheat and grapes, and we transform it into bread and
wine, offering it back to God in thanksgiving. God then consecrates the bread and wine
during the Divine Liturgy, returning it to us transformed.

The bread that is offered in the Eucharist is called prosphora, a special loaf whose
preparation itself is filled with meaning. It is created using only wheat, yeast, water, and
salt and is composed of two layers, representing

-

the two natures of Christ, divine and human. It has
a square seal on the top with the Greek letters IC
XC (an abbreviation in Greek for Jesus Christ) and
NIKA (meaning “conquers”). During the
proskomedia, a portion of the loaf is cut out into a
cube, and it is this inner part of the loaf, called the k

lamb, that is consecrated during the Divine Liturgy,

and together with the red wine, will become the Body and Blood of Christ.

The Liturgy of Preparation includes blessing the prosphoron, cutting it on four sides to
form a cube, piercing it with a spear, and reciting two verses from St. John’s Gospel
(John 19:34-35). The wine is mixed with water in a chalice and blessed by the priest. The
priest then cuts triangular particles from a second prosphoron in commemoration of the
Theotokos, from a third prosphoron to commemorate the ranks of saints, from a fourth
prosphoron for the living, and from a fifth prosphoron for the departed. Finally, the
censer is blessed, the cover for the gifts is blessed, and then the gifts are covered.

Blessed is the Kingdom

The Divine Liturgy of the Orthodox Church begins with the following proclamation:
“Blessed is the Kingdom of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit!” In

1St. Innocent of Alaska, Indication of the Way into the Kingdom of Heaven: An Introduction to Christian Life
(Jordanville: Holy Trinity Publications, 2013), introduction.
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Notes

Essential Orthodox Christian Beliefs

recognizing and calling this kingdom blessed, we acknowledge the reality of the King and
of His reign. The beliefs of the Orthodox Church are firmly rooted in the confession
that Jesus Christ is the King, the Messiah, the Anointed One of Israel. It is this King
who is testified to in the Law of Moses, expected in the kingship of Israel, foreshadowed
by the Temple built by Solomon, and foretold by the prophets. The original vocation of
the first man Adam is fulfilled. The calling of Abraham to be the father of many nations
and through whom the blessing of humanity is accomplished. Israel is elected to be a
people chosen by God. And finally, the entirety of the Old Testament is fulfilled in the
coming of the foretold Messiah. This confession of Jesus Christ as Lord and King is the
foundation stone upon which the gates of Hades (Matt 16:18) will not prevail.

We seek here to sketch the high points of the Old Testament and how the Church sees
its fulfillment in Jesus Christ. First, we will outline the importance of knowing and
studying the Old Testament for a true understanding of Jesus Christ. Second, we will do
a deep dive into the first few chapters of Genesis in order to grasp the problem facing
mankind and the solution the Father sets forth. Following that deep dive, we will outline
the development of some of these themes throughout the rest of the Old Testament.
Finally, we will explore these themes by exploring the experience of Orthodox worship
as exemplified in the divine services of the Church and the architecture and
ornamentation of Orthodox temples.

The Scriptures of Israel

To simply begin our discussion with the topic of Jesus Christ as the center of our
Orthodox faith is like joining a conversation midway through. The context of the
beginning of the conversation is lost and incomprehension duly follows. Jesus Christ did
not appear to mankind without a long introduction. This long introduction is seen in the
history of God’s interactions with mankind that are described in the Old Testament.
These interactions are seen in the lives of the Patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the
giving of the LLaw and the form of the tabernacle to Moses, the institution of the
priesthood given to Aaron and the tribe of Levi, the calling of the prophet Samuel, the
installation of the shepherd boy David as King of Israel, the blessing of Solomon to
build the Temple, and the raising up of prophets to warn and guide Israel. We must also
not forget the importance of the Psalter as the prayer book of Israel or the importance
of the distillation of wisdom found within the various books of Wisdom.

The Old Testament documents the preparation for the coming of the Christ. For it is in
God’s guiding, forming, and even rebuking of Israel that we begin to see the necessary
outlines of who Jesus Christ is and what He fulfilled. For example, we would not
understand the depth of the kingship of Christ without understanding the Davidic
kingship and the previous chaos of Israel during the time of the Judges and the failures
of King Saul. We would not understand the perfect sacrifice and high priesthood of
Jesus Christ without the details of Leviticus or the failures of Hophni and Phinehas (1
Sam 2:12 - 4:11). Nor would we begin to comprehend the prophetic actions and words
of our Lord without the long lineage of prophetic actions and voices of Nathan, Isaiah,
Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Amos, and many more. St. Paul refers to the Law as given to us as a
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paidagoges, meaning a tutor or guardian, to Christ (Gal 2). The life of Israel, its institutions
of priesthood, temple, law, and prophecy teaches, informs, and brings us to the feet of
our Lord and Teacher, Jesus Christ.

Not only do the scriptures of Israel prepare and lead us to more fully understand Jesus
Christ, but they are fulfilled and mystically unlocked by the Messiah. The preaching of
the early Church was captured in the Book of Acts and
underlines for us that in the life of Jesus Christ, especially in
the events around his death and the holy resurrection, the
scriptures find their fulfillment. What does it mean that the
scriptures were fulfilled by Jesus Christ? In short, it means
that in Jesus Christ, the communion which Adam and Eve
had with God — but lost — is returned to humanity through
Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, we receive the Kingdom of
heaven, the remission of sins, and reentry into the garden of

paradise. In Jesus Christ we find, for the first time, a truly

human life lived in full communion with the Father. In Christ’s truthful speech and acts,
his rightly governed life free of sin, and his faithful adherence to the Father even to the
point of death, even death on a cross, turns back the consequence of Adam and Eve’s
failures.

How are the Scriptures mystically unlocked? The confession of the Christian faith is that
the true message of the Old Testament Scriptures is found within Jesus Christ. We see
this clearly in the Apostolic preaching in the Book of Acts through the speeches of St.
Peter, of the Protomartyr and Deacon Stephen, and of St. Paul (Acts 2, 7, and 13). The
challenge is that Jesus is not immediately recognizable as the promised one. This is
entirely the dynamic of the Gospels, that the light has come into the world, but it is not
recognized or understood (John 1). St. Paul talks about this dynamic in his second epistle
to the Corinthians (2 Cor 4:3-4). There he talks about a “veil” that remains over the eyes
of the children of Israel in their reading of the Scriptures. They are blind to the Messiah
because their reading of Moses and the prophets does not allow them to see Jesus Christ.
It is only in turning with an open heart and mind to the Lord that the veil drops, and the
form of Jesus Christ is discernible within the scriptures. It is like someone who is
struggling deeply with a particular problem, and they have come up with no solutions
until a suggestion comes that suddenly puts all things in a different light and now makes
complete sense of the problem. Jesus Christ is the answer and fulfillment of Scripture
that shines forth once one adjusts one’s vision according to his teaching, life, death, and
resurrection.

We see this very clearly in the account of the resurrected Christ walking on the road to
Emmaus with Luke and Cleopas (Luke 24:13-35). As Jesus approaches them, they do not
recognize him. As they discuss the events in Jerusalem, Luke and Cleopas display
knowledge of the events of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ but do not
understand their meaning. Jesus responds to their lack of understanding pointing to the
necessity of the suffering of Christ and his entering into glory through an explanation
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based upon Moses and all the prophets. The unveiling of Luke and Cleopas' eyes is not
fully accomplished until Jesus breaks bread and blesses it, breaks it, and gives it to them.
With this movement, from the explanation of the scriptures to the table of sacrifice,
which we also do in every Divine Liturgy, the eyes of Luke and Cleopas are opened.
Christ is made known to them in the breaking of the bread.

With the advent of our Lord, the scriptures find their fulfillment. Our Lord provides the
true context from which we are to understand the scriptures. This question of the nature
of the veil covering the eyes of the Jews is not one of sloppy, ignorant, or lazy reading.
The advent of our Lord and his working out of our salvation was a mystery prepared
before the “foundation of the world." In the light with which He provides, we find
ourselves able to see within the scriptures a new depth. In gaining and assimilating
ourselves to the mind of Christ, we receive sight for the spiritual wisdom which can only
be given to us through Jesus Christ. As our Lord tells us, he did not come to abolish the
law, but to fulfill it (Matt 5:17).

This approach to the scriptures sets the entire agenda for
how the holy Fathers of the Church approached and
interpreted the scriptures. Building upon the apostolic
teachings of the New Testament, especially of St. Paul and
St. John, the Fathers of the Church draw out for us deep
spiritual truth from the Old Testament. They did not
engage the Old Testament as a source of moral stories for
our general edification or as a collection of a few obvious
verses or prophecies which foretell the coming Messiah.
Rather, the Fathers of the Church find within the entirety
of the Old Testament the outline and content of Jesus
Christ. They also discover the Theotokos, the Mother of
God, and her role in our salvation, as well as the glory of the Messianic age as found

within the bosom of the Church. For the mystery of Jesus Christ is not simply a message
of Jesus as Lord and King, but of the entirety of the court of our King, His Mother and
the friends of God, the holy ones, the saints. Is this not deeply evident within the Book
of Revelation? Or, as enshrined within the Church’s use of Scripture as found in the
Akathist to the Mother of God? We shall touch on some of these points in more detail
below.

In the spirit of the Fathers, and in fidelity to their teaching, we will proceed with our
sketching of the scriptures and their place in the Church with a deep dive into the loss of
paradise in the sin of Adam and Eve. In attending to the specifics of how Adam and Eve
fell, we can find in miniature the failure of Israel, and even of ourselves. We find in the
failures of Adam and Eve a sketch of the basic reasons as to why God raised up priests,
prophets, and kings in Israel. This in turn allows us to more fully understand Jesus
Christ, the second Adam, as the king, the high priest, and the true prophet of the Most
High God. It will also open our eyes to Orthodox worship’s deep biblical roots.
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The Fall of Humanity

Itis an accepted truth that there is something wrong with humanity. War, violence,
alienation, abuse, and especially the reality of death, underline for us the basic truth that
something is genuinely and deeply off. Some seek for answers in the material order
without reference to the invisible world. It is no surprise that they end up empty and
vainly seeking after a goal or ethic for creation within evolutionary psychology. Others
see that death is the end of all things and either resolve or dissolve into nihilism. And yet
others seek to find some kind of meaning for mankind in the structures of society or of
mankind. Perhaps ultimate meaning can be had through the pursuit of justice or through
humanistic acceptance of the nihil but with a dash of resolve and creativity.

The Christian understanding of this basic incongruity of humanity is summarized in the
book of Genesis. There we discover the fundamental problems afflicting humanity
according to the Orthodox Church. In short, we have lost our purpose. We exist to
commune with God. When we lost our way, all of creation was also bound up in our
turn from God. The world itself was subjected to the chaos we introduced into our own
souls (Rom 8:19-23).

The story of “the fall” in the Adam and Eve narrative is understood by the Orthodox
Church differently than in the popular narrative. The alternative way of explaining the
fall is that after God created Adam and Eve, he pointed out to them the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil and told them to not partake. This arbitrary decision by God
was a test for Adam and Eve. Once the sly and deceitful serpent entered the garden, it
was simply a test of the desire of Eve to become God—or in other words, her own
boss—that prompted Eve to taste the forbidden tree. After this had occurred, it was not
hard for Eve to entice Adam. God finds out about the eating of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil and he realizes he cannot abide their sin and has them
immediately cast out of paradise to ensure that they cannot partake of the tree of life and
live forever. The fall precipitates the wrath of God to also curse Adam and Eve with
pain and suffering. The fall of Adam and Eve is basically a prideful breaking of the rules
of God and the just consequences due to these acts. The only glimmer of hope is the
promise to crush the head of the Serpent.

This common way of explaining the fall has some elements of truth from the Orthodox
perspective. However, there is much in this way of telling the story that depicts God and
this incident in a rather arbitrary and wooden way. It is arbitrary due to its shallow
understanding of God. God appears as a petty and rule-obsessed tyrant. It is wooden in
its unlyrical and opaque grasp of the depth of the meaning of the tree, its attraction to
Eve, and in the consequences for Adam and Eve in their partaking. Within the
Orthodox tradition, the understanding of the depth of the breaking of communion
between man and God provides us with a very different picture of God, one more
congruent with the rest of Scripture and the God we know as revealed in Jesus Christ.

The creation of Adam and Eve is a result of our loving God’s desire for communion.
The end of God’s desire to create is to befriend humanity. All of creation is steadily
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made and declared good by God, but at the end of this work of creation, God declares
“Let us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness (Gen 1:26).” Humanity,
being made in the image and likeness of God, reflects the special status that humanity
has within the cosmos. God further gives to humanity the responsibility and duty of
having dominion over the world. Man exists in a special relationship to God - as the sole
creature in creation made in his image and likeness and also as the leader and steward of
the created order.

Where does God place this unique creation? He places man
within a garden in order to tend and keep it. While it may
not be obvious to our contemporary eyes, the garden God
places Adam within is a garden temple. The orderly account
of creation, which ends in the seventh day of rest,
underlines for us the building up of the cosmos—not only
for man but ultimately as a place for God to rest and rule.?
The garden that Adam is placed in has many parallels to the
later tabernacle and the Jerusalem Temple. God walks in
Eden as he does in the tabernacle; Eden and later
sanctuaries must be entered from the east and are guarded

by cherubim; the lampstand (menorah) in the Temple
symbolizes the tree of life; the rivers within Eden are later
echoed in the prophecy of Ezekiel about life giving waters flowing from a future
Temple; and the gold and onyx mentioned in the creation account are used in Temple
worship and especially on priestly garments. Adam’s role of stewarding this garden
temple is to tend to this garden. The vocabulary used to describe this work are all echoed
in the work of the Levites within the Temple sanctuary (Num 3:7-8; 6:26; 18:5-6).”
Adam and Eve’s tending is priestly and liturgical work. Why does God have them do
this?

Adam is the one creature in creation made in the image of God. Man, in the divine
image, stands within the garden as the &ing, priest, and prophet of the world. These three
“roles” are not separate and distinct roles that Adam plays but are different ways of
explaining Adam’s role within the created order. He is the king, as he is called to govern
and steward the world. He serves as God’s representative within creation. He is—as a
king—supposed to “concentrate the aims of all existing visible creatures in himself, [so
that] he might through himself unite all things with God.”*
spirit and flesh. stands between the boundary between God and the world and mediates

For man, being made of

and leads all of creation to God.

2T. Desmond Alexander, From Paradise to the Promised Land (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012) 119-133.
The theme of gods active in building creation as a temple for them to reside and reign in is a central theme in
Mesopotamian mythology.

3 Alexander, From Paradise to Promised Land, 124.

4 Metropolitan Macarius as found in, Michael Pomazansky, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology (Platina, CA: St. Herman
of Alaska Brotherhood, 2009), 141.
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Because of this role, he also serves as the priest of creation, as he is the one who can
“bless and praise God for the world.” As chief priest, he is called to “offer a sacrifice of
praise and thanksgiving to God on behalf of all those born of earth, thus bringing down

256

upon earth the blessings of heaven.”” Fr. Alexander Schmemann describes the priestly
office of mankind as the ability of man to bless God and thank Him for creation,
because man, when rightly following God, is able to “see the world as God sees it and—
in this act of gratitude and adoration—to know, name and possess the world.”” Man is,

in his very nature, a priest. Schmemann further elucidates,

[Man] stands in the center of the world and unifies it in bis act of blessing God, of both
receiving the world from God and offering it to God - and by filling the world with this
eucharist, he transforms his life, the one that he receives from the world, into life in God, into
communion with Him. The world was created as the “matter,” the material of one all-
embracing encharist, and man was created as the priest of this cosmic sacrament.’

Adam also is created to be a prophet. He is ordained to proclaim “the will of God in the
wotld in word and deed.”” Adam sits and directs creation as king. But having truly seen
creation and directed accurate praise to the Creator, he serves as priest. It is as prophet
that Adam names the creatures and proclaims the true reality of creation to creatures. To
accurately direct, give thanks, and to proclaim the truth of reality—that is the work of
Adam. With these sketches of man’s role within creation, we can now more adequately

account for what went wrong in the garden of Eden.

Choosing the Creature Rather than the Creator

The fall of Adam and Eve is the result of their abandonment of their role in creation. As
royalty, they were given the task of tending and caring for the garden temple. Adam and
Eve failed to drive away the evil serpent who slithered into the holy sanctuary. This is
amplified by their failure to exercise royal authority over the serpent and to reject its
promptings. Instead of accurately understanding and relaying the truth of God, they fail
to speak truth and therefore abandon their prophetic role in creation. In following the
serpent and his deceitful take on reality, they are no longer able to offer up a sacrifice of
praise towards God but choose the selfish path of autonomy.'’ Therefore, they fail as
priests.

5 Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995), 68.

6 Pomazansky, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, 141.

7 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1997), 15.
8 Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 15.

9 Pomazansky, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, 141.

10 Alexander, From Paradise to the Promised Land, 127.
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The forbidding of eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was not an
arbitrary decree of a tyrannical God. Adam and Eve as seen in the tradition of the
Orthodox Church were brought into existence
fully grown but still immature, untested, and
weak in their wills."" They were to grow into a
healthy exercise of discerning the created world.
St. Maximus the Confessor suggest that, perhaps
the creation of visible things was called the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil because it has
both spiritual reasons that nourish the mind and
a natural power that charms the senses and yet perverts the mind. Therefore, when
spiritually contemplated, it offers the knowledge of the good, while when received bodily

it offers the knowledge of evil."”

Rather than an arbitrary rule given by God, St. Maximus suggests that the entire created
visible order is the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Humanity was to grow into a
true spiritual contemplation and use of it. To be able to accept it as a gift and to
transform it through thanksgiving, through eucharistic living. Instead, we received it
bodily and abused its true reality. Eve is deceived by the serpent’s suggestion of
becoming a God herself but also by the deceitful beauty of the fruit of the tree. She eats
the tree for the sake of the tree itself. She embraces the bodily or worldly beauty of the
fruit for her own selfish ends. The choice of taking from the forbidden tree is man’s
choice to love the world for itself.” It is a rejection of the world as a gift. Fr Alexander
Schmemann summarizes it for us:

When we see the world as an end in itself, everything becomes itself a value and
consequently loses all value, because only in God is found the meaning (value) of
everything, and the world is meaningful only when it is the “sacrament” of God’s
presence. Things treated merely as things in themselves destroy themselves because only
in God have they any life. The world of nature, cut off from the source of life, is a dying
world. For one who thinks food in itself is the source of life, eating is communion with
the dying world, it is communion with death."

The movement away from God and the truth of his creation is the basic problem of
Adam and Eve and therefore all of mankind. To exist in their natural state, as God made
them, their desire would ultimately settle on God. This rightly ordered desire for
communion with God would then have them rightly govern the world. They would rule
as holy kings, priests, and prophets. Harmony would reign “between themselves and
nature, between body and soul (no shame), between each other (one flesh), and between

11 Dumitru Staniloae, The Experience of God, Orthodox Dogmatic Theology: The World Creation and Deification
(Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 2000), 175-204.

12 Staniloae, Experience of God, 175.

13 Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 16.

14 Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 17.
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themselves and their creator.””” Instead, Adam and Eve chose their own kingdom, their
own selves to thank, and their own truth to proclaim. Violence, shame, injustice, and
dissolution rush in. They no longer trust God and his word. They now fear Him and
distrust his motives. They remove themselves from his presence. They even turn on each
other, shifting blame and denying responsibility.

This dissolution shows itself in the curses from God, the recognition of their spiritual
death and its ramifications. First, the snake is cursed as well warned of the enmity
between the seed of the snake and the seed of woman, for the seed of woman will bruise
the serpent’s head while the serpent will only harm the heel of the seed of woman.
Following the snake’s curse, God turns to the relations between man and woman, who
will now become occasions for “exploitative power”: Eve will “desire” Adam, and Adam
will “rule over” Eve.'® They will now “approach the other from utilitarian rather than
loving motives, seeing each other as tools to be used.”'” Men using women and women
using men: “victims of pornography, machismo, abuse, misogyny, abortion,
divorce...[ot] seeking men for their money, power, and so forth.”"* The womb of
women will now become painful; the source of life will now become a source of sorrow.
For men, the source of life, the world, now is an occasion for great toil and work.
Because they have abdicated their role in tending the garden, they are no longer able to
stay, and the cherubim are placed there to guard the garden that they failed to guard.

Genesis: The Continued Reverberations of the Fall

The rest of Genesis plots the reverberations of this betrayal of Adam and Eve. Cain’s
slaying of Abel is due to the refusal of Cain to give true sacrifice to God, so he ends up
offering up the blood of his brother to his anger."” Cain refuses to serve as a true priest,
so he repeats the edenic fall. The building of the tower of Babel is an attempt to recreate
Eden, a new garden temple that will reach into the heavens.” Again, they attempt to lord
over creation without reference to God and so further dissolution comes with the
dividing of tongues and the failure of the new garden temple. The wickedness and
dissolution of mankind reaches its zenith in the account of Noah and the flood. A
remnant is maintained by God in an ark, a floating miniature capsule of the created
world. But it is not long after the return of man to the renewed earth that the sons of
Noah abuse the fruit of the vine and transgress shameful boundaries with their father.
An echo of the shameful nakedness of Adam and Eve but now taken to another level of
dissolution.

We come to the calling of Abraham, and we encounter the beginning of the formation
of Israel. Abraham is called from the land of Ur and is given a promised land wherein his

15 Michael Dauphinais and Matthew Levering, Holy People, Holy Land: A Theological Introduction to the Bible
(Ada, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2005), 31.

16 Dauphinais, Holy People, Holy Land, 35.

17 Dauphinais, Holy People, Holy Land, 35.

18 Dauphinais, Holy People, Holy Land, 35.

19 St. Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Genesis, Section 111.2 and Il1.3.

20 Towers in those days were ziggurats, palace temples meant for the gods.
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descendants will bless the nations (Gen 12:1-3, 6-7). It is his descendants that will bless
the nations. It is his descendant Joseph, who after being rejected by his brothers, saves
them from famine in the land of Egypt. And so, the descendants of Abraham sojourn
for some time in Egypt. The Book of Genesis ends with Joseph making the Israelites
promise to bring his bones back to the land promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It is
in the book of Exodus that God raises up his prophet Moses to bring Israel out of
bondage in Egypt, to give them the Law and tabernacle for the right worship of God,
and to lead them to the doorstep of the promised land.

A Kingdom of Priests

The book of Exodus is the story of God creating a kingdom of priests (Ex 19:6). In line
with the promise to Abraham, Israel must be brought out of the slavery of Egypt and led
back to the promised land. They will not only accomplish this in a physical journey and
conquest, but they will be shaped into a holy nation, a nation of priests, who will be able
to speak and prophetically witness to the truth of God throughout the world. How will
God accomplish this forging of a nation of priests?

The center of Exodus does not lie in the miracles of God wrought over the idolatrous
Egyptians—though, it should be noted that the plagues are obvious echoes of the
creation account in Genesis. The idolaters are the ones for whom creation rejects and
overwhelms. Rather, the core of Exodus is the revelation of God to Moses and Israel on
Mount Sinai. There God reveals the ways in which he will form his kingdom of priests.
He will accomplish this through his Law, which instructs Israel in holiness, and through
his tabernacle, where he will reshape the heart of Israel through worship.

The encounter with God on Mount Sinai is shot through with the Temple themes we
saw in Eden. God dwells within his Temple wrapped in smoke and fire, signs of his
powet, holiness, and a lack of easy accessibility.”’ God no longer walks in the garden with
his perfect creation; rather He must teach and perfect mankind through his holy, but
mediated, presence and guidance. As He had led Israel out of Egypt by a pillar of smoke
and a pillar of fire, so as they approached Mount Sinai there was the presence of smoke
and fire, signifying the presence of God (Ex 19:16-19, 24:15-18). God warns Israel that
there are specific boundaries on this mountain in that only certain people will be allowed
access to the top of the mountain. There is a three-part gradation of holy space.” All
people may come to the foot of the mountain and see the fire and smoke. Aaron, his
two sons, and seventy elders are allowed part way up the mountain for a meal with God.
Finally, only Moses was brought into the most intimate of places. The nearer one drew
to God, the more intense was the holiness and stringent the requirements of access. This
three-part access is repeated in the later tabernacle and Temple. The courtyard is open to
all Israel. The first room of the Temple was open to Levitical priests. And, finally, the

21 These themes will attend almost every later theophany of God, e.g., Isaiah 6.
22 J, Daniel Hays, The Temple and the Tabernacle: A Study of God’s Dwelling Places from Genesis to Revelation
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books 2016), 34-35.
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holy of holies, was only accessed by the high priest. The rupture of communion requires
a pedagogy and therapy of appropriate boundaries. Humanity cannot waltz into the
presence of God but must approach God in the ways appropriate to their relationship.

On Mount Sinai, Moses is given the Law and the instructions for building the tabernacle
(Ex 25-31). The instructions for building the tabernacle echo in very specific ways the
creation account in early Genesis. There is the repetition of “then the Lord said” echoing
“and God said”, the mention of gold, precious jewels (like onyx), and cherubim and,
finally, the final instruction given to Moses is an echo of the final act of God in creation,
God reminds Moses to keep the sabbath day of rest. Aspects of Eden are being restored.

What stood at the center of the holy of holies? The ark of the covenant. God commands
Moses to build a gold box which will reside within the holy of holies. Within the ark will
lie the Ten Commandments, the ten guiding points of God’s Law—a general summary
of the beliefs and ethos of Israel (Ex 25:10-206). Alongside the
Ten Commandments lie a jar of manna (Ex 16), Aaron’s staff
(Num 17), and later, the teachings of Moses (Deut 31). The
entire covenant of Israel can be summed up within the ten
commandments. First, the correct relationship to God is
paramount—worshiping the creator rather than the creature.
From this correct worship flows the ethics of Israel. It is upon
the two tablets of stone that God writes his Law in order for
his priest kings to rightly teach the commands of God.
Enshrined at the very heart of Israel’s worship is the correct
understanding of God, creation, and mankind, which is a step
toward remedying the falsehood brought into the garden.
God’s pastoral care for Israel is underlined by the presence of the jar, staff, and more
teachings of Moses. It is of course completely in character for Israel in the midst of this
revelation, at the very foot of the mountain of fire and smoke, for them to grow lax and
turn to idolatry. And the route they take is to turn to Aaron, the future high priest of
Israel, to make a golden calf and an altar and to worship it as the one who saved them
from Egypt—yet another example of the constant temptation to turn to the creature
rather than the creator. Moses, as their leader, corrects them and then turns back up the
mountain towards God in order to make atonement, to mediate and intercede for the
sinful damage wrought by the Israelites.

The need for reconciliation, or atonement, between God and Israel is also at the heart of
the Temple. The cover of the ark was called an “atonement cover” which held two
golden cherubim with wings overshadowing the cover (Ex 25:17-22). Here God tells
Moses, “...above the cover between the two cherubim that are over the ark of the
covenant law, I will meet you and give you all my commands for the Israelites.” These
two cherubim again underline the holiness of God. They guard Eden as they guard the
presence of God. Angelic attendants, called seraphim, will later attend the theophanies of
God. “The Lord reigns, let the nations tremble; he sits enthroned between the cherubim
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(Psalm 98 [99]:1).” From the ark of the covenant God reigns. The throne of God is
upheld by the golden footstool, the ark of the covenant.

We must more fully develop the “atonement cover." Once a year, on the Day of
Atonement, the high priest would enter the holy of holiest and smear blood on the
“atonement cover.”” On the footstool of God, between the cherubim, and above the
Law of God, blood is smeared to cover the failure of Israel to live up to its Adamic
vocation. The loss of Eden by Adam and Eve is slowly being restored via the
condescension of God to mankind to bring them back into communion with himself.
This will be continued in the Temple of Jerusalem once the promised land is won from
the various tribes and within the possession of the kings of Israel.

We would be remiss in not mentioning many other aspects of the tabernacle and later
Temple. The table with the bread of presence, upon which lie golden plates, and from
which the priests eat the bread set there, perhaps an echo of Aaron and the elder’s meal
on Mount Sinai.** Or, the golden lampstand, a tree-like oil lampstand which echoes the
tree within the garden and also the burning bush from which God called and set aside
Moses for his ministry.” Worship within the holy space of Israel, whether within the
tabernacle or within the Temple, was accompanied by sacrifice, incense, the presence of
angelic beings—even being woven into the curtains, which should be certain colors,
gold, and precious jewels. The end of this worship, an echo of the paradise of
communion with God, was to reform the hearts of Israel and to begin to outline for
them the contours of edenic living. It is important to underline the emphatic message of
God to Moses—that the worship of Israel was to be according to the pattern shown to
Moses. The failure to worship God correctly was to corrupt the pattern and to worship
God according to the dictates of humanity. Again, a repeat and echo of the age-old
problem. Does one follow the way things have been made and dictated by God? Or, do
we pursue our own goals and goods?

The end of Exodus outlines the construction of the tabernacle and the final resting of
God with the descent and filling of the tabernacle with the glory of God. God has
returned to his rightful throne among his people. Will Israel stick to the Law of God?
Will she worship Him in holiness and in the pattern revealed to Moses? Will she speak
truthfully and fully of the commands of God? Or, will she fail in her vocation to be a
light to the world, the elect people of God, a kingdom of priests?

Prophets and Kings: Restoring Correct Worship

While Israel is given so many gifts, as Adam and Eve were, the presence of sin
constantly threatens to master Israel. After the death of Joshua, the successor of Moses
who actually led Israel into the promised land, the children of Israel fail to fully take the
land promised to them and fall back into habits of idolatry. God raises up judges to lead
and guide his people, especially in their battles with the various tribes left in the land. At

23 Hays, The Temple and the Tabernacle, 40; Leviticus 16.
24 Hays, The Temple and the Tabernacle, 43-44.
25 Hays, The Temple and the Tabernacle, 44—48.
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the end of this period Israel is left to do whatever is seen as right in each person’s eyes
(Judg 21:25). Chaos and violence reigns. Not only has Israel fallen into disarray but the
priesthood has also fallen into disrepute. The sons of Eli sin against God and Israel in
such a way as to nullify the sacrifice of the Lord (1 Kings 2:12—17). Their destruction in
battle with the Philistines is also the occasion of the loss of the ark of the covenant (1
Kings 4-7). The sacred worship of Israel, the pattern as revealed to Moses, has been
desecrated by her priests.

It is the failure of the priests of God which occasions the calling of Samuel, one chosen
by God to serve in the tabernacle, act as a prophet seer, and to even lead Israel in battle.
Samuel stands as a transitional figure from a broken and unfaithful Israel who,
winnowed by the consequences of her sins, is brought into a renewed relationship with
God. Unfortunately Israel desires a king, something given guidelines by Moses, which
seems to indicate a desire to return to the idolatrous luxury of Egypt where the king
multiplies horses, chariots, foreign wives, and gold and silver—all specific avenues of
rejecting the boundaries of God. It is not wrong for Israel to have a king per se, as Adam
was appointed as a king, but it was at this time seen by God to be a rejection of his rule
for the sake of trusting in 2 human king to fight for Israel against their enemies.*

The appointment of Saul as Israel’s first king goes well at first. However, Saul falters by
wrongly offering sacrifice to God and upon being rebuked shifts the blame towards the
people (1 Kings 13). Later Saul’s wrath is kindled to a boiling point against his son
Jonathan, who acts with courage and faith in God compared to the nit-picky and self-
absorbed path of Saul, coming inches away from imitating Cain (1 Kings 14). And,
finally, Saul fails to complete the decree of the Lord to fully destroy Amalek, but instead
keeps some of the spoils for himself. Another echo of Cain in his failure to rightly
sacrifice (1 Kings 15). After these failures “God’s spirit leaves him, an evil spirit torments
him, the Lord no longer talks to him, he consults a medium, and finally ends up falling
on his own sword.”” The breakdown of worship leads the way to the absence of the
Lord, the introduction of the serpent back into the garden, and to dissolution and death.

David, the shepherd king, is anointed to replace Saul. He stands in many ways as the
opposite of Saul. In the places Saul failed, David triumphs, especially poignant is his
constant adherence and plea to God for help. When David faces Goliath he faces a man
weating “scale armor,” in other words, dressed like a snake.” David not only defeats

; Goliath, but takes his head, an echo of the
curse against the snake in the garden. David
recaptures the lost ark, conquers Jerusalem,
and reorganizes the priesthood. A lasting work
of David is the placing of the ark-throne of
Israel at Jerusalem. The right worship of God

26 | eithart, Peter, A House for My Name: A Survey of the Old Testament (Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2000), 133.
27 Leithart, A House for My Name, 139.
28 1 Kingdoms 17:5; Leithart, A House for My Name, 142.
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undone by the priests of Israel and further damaged under the leadership of Saul has
been restored.

The enthronement of David coincides with a renewal of covenant with Abraham for
Israel now specified through the house and throne of David (2 Kgdms 7). David will not
build a temple of worship for God, but his house, throne, and Kingdom will be
established forever. As soon as all of these blessings flow, sin creeps in and the house of
David is divided due to the sins of King David. However, the covenant made with
David, the promise of his throne being forever, is upheld throughout the rest of the Old
Testament. The renewal of Israel, her final restoration, will come through a descendant

of David.

We have found in Moses, Samuel, Saul, and David the great themes of the garden. The
revelation of worship to Israel is essential to her return to the paradise once known to
Adam and Eve. However, the serpent casts a long shadow throughout the Old
Testament. Israel fails to follow the commands of God. She falls into idolatry, chaos and
violence erupts, worship is corrupted, houses are divided, and the Lord is forgotten. This
pattern repeats itself throughout the life of Israel. The royal house of David stands as a
promise and pinnacle but is never reunited. The Temple of God is defamed by the life
and practice of the priests of God. The pattern of falling away also explains the constant
raising up of prophets. During the dissolution of the united kingdom under Solomon
and his sons, God called out Elijah and Elisha. During the captivity and exile of the
divided kingdoms Jeremiah and Isaiah were God’s voice to his people. And with the
challenges that Israel faced upon her return to the promised land and the attempts to
rebuild the Temple and restore her worship God spoke through Ezra and Nehemiah.

While it seems like Eden is ever so distant, the prophets of God maintain that God will
be working to restore Israel to her God, that paradise will return, and that He will
accomplish this through the house of David. In order to restore Israel and creation to
the communion of God, the prophets speak of God’s judgment by referring to the Law
God revealed to Moses and the promises made to Abraham and David. It is in calling
Israel to repentance that God promises to finally reveal Himself and to provide the great
consolation to creation.

Jesus Christ the Messiah

“...He is God, as being Son of God, and is everlasting King, and exists as Radiance and Expression of
the Father, therefore fitly is He the expected Christ, whom the Father announces to mankind, by
revelation to His holy prophets; that as through Hin we have come to be, so also in Him all men might
be redeemed from their sins, and by Him all things might be ruled.”

—St. Athanasins the Great”’

29 St. Athanasius, Discourse | Against the Arians in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Volume IV, Second Series,
Chapters XI1.49 and XI1.50, 335.
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Jesus Christ began his public preaching ministry after reading aloud these words from
the great prophet Isaiah:

The Spirit of the LORD is upon Me,

Because He has anointed Me

To preach the gospel to the poor;

He has sent Me o heal the brokenbearted,

To proclaim liberty to the captives

And recovery of sight to the blind,

To set at liberty those who are oppressed,

To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD. (Luke 4:18—19)

It is the anointed one, the Messiah, Jesus Christ, whom the prophets foresaw and spoke
of. It was He to whom they looked to heal and liberate them from the deserts of the
dissolution brought upon themselves through their disobedience and waywardness. After
the reading of the prophet, our Lord told those assembled that the fulfillment of this
prophecy was present in his presence. God himself has visited his people. As our Lord
indicated the fulfillment of Isaiah in his advent, let us follow the prophet Isaiah further
and see how he describes the messianic time, the “acceptable year of the Lord” (Isa 61).

With the advent of the Messiah, God’s vengeance upon his enemies will mean a day of
comfort and consoling for the mourners in Zion. Israel will be restored to its ancient
inheritance, because God will turn ashes into glory, anoint his beloved with the oil of joy,
and bedeck his bride in “garments of salvation” and a “robe of righteousness”. This
joyful event will be the occasion of the rebuilding of “old ruins” and the repair of
“ruined cities”. In fact, the prophet speaks of this time of salvation as a fruitful garden
where the plant of Israel shines forth in glory.

This glorious restoration of Israel to the edenic state of things is also the time in which

Israel’s election as a kingdom of priests comes to fruition, as the Messiah has brought

the Gentiles into this paradise alongside Israel. The time of dissolution, shame, and

alienation is past. The Messiah, the king, who is from the
“root of Jesse” has blossomed forth and “the whole
wortld is filled with the knowledge of the Lord (Isa 11).”
Israel is in the messianic kingdom returned to being
named “priests of the Lord” as the Gentiles turn to serve
in this kingdom and become the new glory of Israel.

The Church is the new Israel, as St. Paul tells us in the
book of Romans, chapters 9-11. Whomever has called
upon the name of the Lord and entered the Church,
whether Jew or Gentile, has access to the benefits of the
Messiah. The deserts have become verdant gardens, the
desolate cities have been returned to glory, God himself
has dwelt with his people and delivered them from the
depth of their servitude, just like in the days of Moses

15

Notes



Essential Orthodox Christian Beliefs

when God led Israel out of Egypt and brought them to the promised land (Isa 11:15—
16). The testimony of the Law, Psalms, and Prophets is the true inheritance of the

Notes

Church. Worship of God continues as revealed in Jesus Christ. For it was ultimately
Jesus whom Moses encountered on Mt. Sinai and whom Isaiah encountered on the
throne. It is the same enthroned King, the foretold messiah of Israel, that we daily
encounter in our prayers and regularly receive in the Eucharist in the temples of God.

The Orthodox Temple: Returning to Paradise

The church is an earthly heaven in which the super-celestial God dwells and walks about. It represents
the crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of Christ: it is glorified more than the tabernacle of the witness of
Moses, in which are the mercy-seat and the Holy of Holies. 1t is prefigured in the patriarchs, foretold by
the prophets, founded in the apostles, adorned by the clergy, and fulfilled in the martyrs.”

The Orthodox temple is in continuity with Eden, the tabernacle of the desert revealed to
Moses, and the Temple built by Solomon. It is where God “dwells and walks about” as
St. Germanus tells us. It is within the temples of the Orthodox Church that Jesus Christ,
crucified, buried, and resurrected, is revealed to God’s people. The Temple of Israel has
not been abrogated but fulfilled in the advent of Jesus Christ. Our return to the paradise
Adam and Eve had with God is made possible to Jesus Christ, who has made his
presence and grace known to us specifically within the temple and rites of the Orthodox
Church.

Not every Orthodox space of worship meets the ideal architectural form of an Orthodox
temple. However, the ideal to be built and maintained by faithful Orthodox Christians is
based around these deep biblical forms we have encountered. Rather than detailed lines
of exegesis, we will explore how Christ has restored us to paradise by walking through a
typical Orthodox church and pointing out different ways in which the temple fulfills
Israel’s Temple and Law. As we walk through the church, we will also discuss significant
liturgical actions and high points of the Divine Liturgy, the eucharistic rite of the
Orthodox Church.

We enter an Orthodox church through the narthex. An
Orthodox temple is built in a three-tiered manner. There is
the narthex, which is the outer court, the nave, also called the

Iconostasis Screen

inner court, and the altar, which is the holy of holies. This is ®

an echo of the pattern of Israel’s Temple. The narthex is an

in-between space. It is where the Church meets the world g

and provides a space for transitioning from the world into . b

the depths of paradise. This is where the faithful take a

moment to lay aside earthly cares, greet and venerate the -iomn. i

friends of God, the saints, and light a few candles as they

petition the saints or God Himself. Because this space is a

30 paul Meyendorff, St. Germanus of Constantinople on the Holy Liturgy (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 1984), 56-7.
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transitional space, there are other significant liturgical actions held here. Catechumens,
those who are enrolled to prepare for reception into the Orthodox Church, are enrolled
within the narthex. This is where catechumens will receive prayers of exorcism,
denounce Satan and all his pomp, and adhere to Jesus Christ by confessing faith in Him
as “King and God”. The baptisms and application of Holy Chrism will be done within
the nave. Another significant liturgical act is the rite of betrothal, wherein a man and
woman are promised before God to be wed. The rite of crowning will, like the baptisms
and chrismations, occur within the nave.

The nave of the Church is where the people of God gather for the rites of the faithful.
This space is where the faithful lift up their prayers to God, attend to the hymns of the
Church, prostrate before the saints and holy things of God, receive the various blessings
of the priest, confess their sins to Almighty God, receive the absolution of their sins, and
where the prophetic word of God is given to them via the preaching and teaching of the
bishop. This is where Jesus Christ meets his people in their initiation into the Church via
baptism and chrismation. It is within the nave that the priest will bring out the divine
gifts, the holy Body and Blood of our Lozrd, to be given for the illumination and healing
of the faithful. It is where Jesus Christ weds a man and woman, making them kings and
queens of their homes in order to have a fruitful life of service to his creation.

We see the manifold ways in which the roots of Israel have born new fruit, through the
life, cross, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. For example, in the service of our Lord
crowning a man and woman as husband and wife, we see how the dissolution brought
about by Adam and Eve is turned back. The newly crowned couple’s life, grounded in
the martyric witness of marriage, wherein the husband and wife are bound together
through Christ-like love and sacrifice. We see in the rite of baptism an echo of the
salvation wrought by God for Israel leading them through the Red Sea and crushing the
pursuing army of Pharoah. In chrismation, we see our Lord anointing his new royalty for
service in the kingdom, an echo of the anointing of Israel’s kings. The continued
presence and shepherding of God continue through the sacramental life of the Church.
God leads his pilgrim people from the chaos of sin and the dissolution of death into the
promised land of God’s eternal Kingdom.

Within the holy of holies is the altar upon which Jesus Christ is enthroned. The altar of
an Orthodox Church has placed upon it many different items of great significance. The
Temple of old centered and radiated from the ark of the covenant upon which God
appeared to his people from between the two angels. If we recall, within the ark there lay
the ten commandments, a jar of manna, the budding rod of Aaron, and the further
works of Moses. Since the advent of Christ, all these things have found their fullness on
the altar of Orthodox churches.

The ten commandments and the works of Moses are fulfilled within the Gospel book
which lays upon the altar. Here, the fullness of God’s Law is revealed in the life and
work of Jesus Christ as given to us by the four evangelists. It is in the reading of the
Gospels and the subsequent preaching which make our Lord’s royal, priestly, and
prophetic word known to us. St. Germanus describes the four gospel writers as
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characterized by four faces, each representing, in their different ways, the Son of God.
Drawing on an earlier tradition, ultimately from the prophet Ezekiel, St. Germanus
characterizes the gospel writers as four animals:

For the Gospel of John recounts His [Jesus’] sovereign, paternal, and glorious birth from
his Father. The Gospel of Luke, being of priestly character, begins with the priest
Zachariah burning incense in the temple. Matthew tells about His birth according to His
humanity — “the book of the genealogy.” Therefore, this gospel is in the form of a man.
And Mark begins from the prophetic spirit, which comes to men from on high, making
the beginning say: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, as it is written in the

prophets: “Behold, I send my messenger.””!

It is through the proclamation of the Gospel, the reading as well as the preaching, that
the royal, prophetic, and priestly ministry of our Lord is made clear and accessible to
God’s people.

The jar of manna being held within the ark of the covenant was a continual reminder of
God’s providential care for his people as they traversed the desert toward the promised
land. In the Church, this is fulfilled in the continued feeding of God’s pilgrim people
from the altar upon which the holy sacrifice of our Lord is again and again offered to the
faithful. St. Germanus refers to the altar as “the spot in the tomb where Christ was
placed. On it lies the true and heavenly bread, the mystical and unbloody sacrifice. Christ
sacrifices His flesh and blood and offers it to the faithful as food for eternal life.”** He
goes further telling us that the altar was “prefigured by the table of the Old Law upon
which the manna, which was Christ, descended from heaven.””> On Orthodox altars,
there stands within the tabernacle a vessel containing the sanctified gifts of our Lord’s
Body and Blood, which are drawn upon in
order to care for those faithful who are sick
and unable to attend the Divine Liturgy.

Beside the Gospel book lies a blessing cross
which is used to bless the faithful. This is the
true budding rod of Aaron, the first high priest
of Israel. The Cross is the true fruitful tree
which has brought salvation and joy into the
world. At the back of the altar stands the seven
branched candelabra which replicates the candelabra of the Temple and was a symbol of
the tree of life.

We could continue making parallels and giving commentary from the Holy Fathers upon
the many ways in which the Orthodox temple is the complete and fulfilled icon of the
Old Testament worship. For it is in the rites of the Orthodox Church that the heavens
are truly opened, and the Lord gives himself to his people under the various sacraments

31 Meyendorff, St. Germanus, 83.
32 Meyendorff, St. Germanus, 59.
33 Meyendorff, St. Germanus, 59.
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of the Church. Instead, we close with this Psalm that describes the joy of being in the
temple of God.

One thing only have I asked of God, it alone shall I seek: to live in the Temple of God, all the days of
my life, to gaze upon the beanty of God, and to frequent his palace (Psalm 27:4)
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Chapter 2
The Kingdom of God and the World

The Kingdom of God

The Nature of the Kingdom

Both St. John the Forerunner and the Lord Jesus called Israel to repentance because the
Kingdom of God was at hand and its arrival was imminent (Matt 3:2, 4:17). Israel had
lived in increasingly agitated expectation of the arrival of God’s Kingdom since their
return from the Babylonian exile. The prophets had all proclaimed that after the exile the
Day of Yahweh', the Day of the Lotd, would come. In that day, God would finally
destroy and neutralize all of Israel’s foes, exalt Israel to a place of power and prominence
in the earth, and make Zion the world’s capital. The Messiah would rule the world from
a glorious Jerusalem, a city made beautiful and invincible, and all the nations would flood
into the Temple, bringing gifts and finally acknowledging Israel’s God as the true God
and Lord of the earth. Currently the kingdom, the power, and the glory belonged to the
pagan nations and their kings. Soon, in the Day of the Lord, the kingdom and its power
would belong to Yahweh alone.

When John proclaimed that the Kingdom of God was at hand, all believed that the
power of the brutal Roman empire would soon collapse, and be replaced by the
Kingdom of God, administered in military might by His Messiah. The pax Romana would
be replaced by a messianic pax Hebraica. The kingdom, in their understanding, was
definitely of this world.

Our Lord therefore had much to teach, and much to correct. In his many parables He
took care to emphasize that the coming kingdom would not immediately overthrow the
political or military status quo, but that the evil tares and good wheat would grow
together in this age, and that the final destruction of evil from the earth would await the
last day of judgment (Matt 13:30, 40—42). The kingdom would not arrive in this age as a
eucatastrophe,” nor would blessing come to all Jews alike because they were the
biological sons of Abraham. It would come only to those whose hearts were good and
ready to receive it, just as seed only bears fruit when received by good earth (Matt 13:23).
The kingdom was not coming with outward signs to be observed but was even then in
their midst through the presence of Christ and his miracles (Luke 17:20-21). Rome’s

1The name "Yahweh" is used by some to represent the Hebrew Tetragrammaton (meaning four letters) nin' (Yod
Heh Vav Heh). It was considered blasphemous to utter the name of God; therefore, it was only written and never
spoken, resulting in the loss of the original pronunciation. It is more common in English-language bibles to
represent the Tetragrammaton with the term "Lorp" (capitalized).

2The term is Tolkien’s. “...a eucatastrophe is a massive turn in fortune from a seemingly unconquerable situation
to an unforeseen victory, usually brought by grace rather than heroic effort.”
https://tolkiengateway.net/wiki/Eucatastrophe
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hegemony would be left undisturbed, for the kingdom was not of this world (John
18:30).

The kingdom came through the incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection, and glorification
of Jesus. Israel set their hearts upon a glorified nation; the kingdom when it came
consisted of a glorified Messiah, a king in whom Israel could find transfiguration and
glory. Through his glorification, Christ entered and embodied the Kingdom, with all the
immortal powers which would one day flood the earth in the age to come. In Christ, that
new age had already come. In Him was the new aeon, the earth’s paliggenesia, its
regeneration and rebirth. With Christ’s glorification the Day of the Lord had come, and
Israel could enter it. The kingdom came as seed sown in this age. For the time being, it
was small and seemingly insignificant; soon it would become a mighty tree, so that the
birds of heaven would find shelter in its branches (Ezek 17:22-24; Mark 4:30-32).

Blessed is the Kingdom of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit...

The Church, though it sojourns on earth, therefore, lives in the Kingdom of God which
is why each Orthodox Liturgy begins with a doxology blessing the Kingdom of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The supernatural powers of rebirth, forgiveness,
and spiritual transfiguration, received in baptism, Eucharist, and in all the sacramental
rites of the Church, are manifestations of the Kingdom. Since the disciples of Jesus now
participate in this kingdom, they are made God’s sons, his heirs, and they receive “the
fulfillment of the Kingdom of heaven™ every time they receive Holy Communion. Life
in Christ involves our continual sharing in the power of the Kingdom, for which reason
St. Paul wrote that “the Kingdom of God does not consist in words, but in power” and
in “righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 4:20; Rom 14:17)—i.e., in
a transfigured life.

This reality was early recognized by the Church Fathers. Late in the first century, St.
Clement of Rome wrote to the Corinthian Christians, describing their liturgical
experience by saying that “a full outpouring of the Holy Spirit was upon you all.” In their
liturgical assemblies, the gathered Christians experienced the presence of the new acon in
the form of an outpouring of the Holy Spirit.

The Church is therefore the manifestation of the Kingdom of God on earth, for it is the
presence of Jesus. As His Body and fullness (Eph 1:22-23), the assembled Church
manifests the new aeon, the powers of the age to come. When the baptized disciples of
Jesus gather together for the Eucharist, they become, in an exceptional and full manner,
his Body, and Christ shines forth in their midst with all his power to forgive, heal, and
transform. The Church is the presence of the future, the Kingdom of God here in this
age in seminal® form, representing that portion of the world which is even now in an
ongoing state of transformation. That is why Philips’s apostolic preaching was described

3 The phrase is found in the anaphora of St. John Chrysostom.
4 Like a seed planted in soil.
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as “the good news about the Kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts
8:12). St. Clement was reminding the Corinthians that through their sacramental
gathering, their assembly, their ek&lesia, or “church”, the Kingdom of God could be
experienced in this age.

The Kingdom of God is therefore not of this world—i.e., it is not a kingdom like all the
other kingdoms, presided over by an earthly king openly supported by military power
and enforced taxation. God’s kingdom is not a country with borders to be guarded and
secured, has no economy kept running by a workforce, no police, courts, or penal system
as do all other kingdoms. It needs no diplomats to represent it, no treaties to sustain it,
no wars to protect or expand it. This is what Christ meant when
He told Pilate at his trial that if His Kingdom were of this world
then his servants would be fighting (John 18:306).

Christ rules His Kingdom from the Father’s right hand in
heaven, transcendent above all the earth and its political and
military machinations. His Kingdom rose when He rose to
heaven, and unlike all earthly kingdoms (such as the Roman
empire) it will never fall. Christians who are part of that kingdom
have their citizenship in heaven (Phil 3:20) and belong to a
kingdom safely beyond hostile human reach.

Israel in the first century did not know this about the Kingdom of heaven (although
there were scattered hints in the prophets, such as Isaiah’s word that in the kingdom
such formerly hostile nations as Egypt and Assyria would have the same status as did
Israel (Isa 19:19-25)). Suffering under the brutal yoke of Rome, Jews longed for a
kingdom that was of this world, and a messianic king that would spill Roman blood and
destroy the Roman empire. They could not understand his parables correcting this
mistaken view of the Kingdom of God, because that kingdom was not what they
wanted.

In Jesus, God was bringing a new and different kingdom into being—and for Israel, an
unwelcome one. Jesus was not the usual kind of king. He was a crucified king, a king
who was glorified by being lifted up on the cross (John 12:23-24, 32-33), a king without
a fighting army guarding a nation. This new kind of king, of necessity, brought a new
kind of kingdom—and a new way of belonging to that kingdom.

Formerly, inclusion as part of God’s covenant people—and being heirs of God’s
promised kingdom—was by circumcision, sabbath observance, and temple sacrifice. But
the Kingdom was not built on national principles or a national foundation, but on
spiritual ones, and so now inclusion as part of Israel was being reconfigured.
Circumcision, sabbath, and temple sacrifice characterized them as a nation, but now
membership in God’s covenant people was through discipleship to the crucified king—
i.e., through baptism.

After Christ had been crucified as their king, inclusion in the covenant people of Israel
no longer involved circumecision, sabbath, or temple sacrifice (“works of the law”). Now
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union with Jesus alone was required. After the cross and resurrection, Jews were invited
to enter the Kingdom, a new transcendent, trans-national kingdom, through baptism and
discipleship to Christ. If Christ were a king like any other king and His Kingdom were a
kingdom or nation like any other, such a reconfiguration of membership in Israel would
not have been required. But a crucified Christ changed everything. Now participation in
Israel is through baptism, so that the Church is “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16). The
Church inherits Israel’s promises and destiny and enjoys the kingdom God promised to
his people.

The Peace of God
In peace, let us pray to the Lord.

This Kingdom may be described and characterized as God’s peace, His shalom, His
saving presence in the midst of a warring world. The Hebrew word shalom, usually
rendered simply as “peace”, includes more than the simple absence of war or conflict. It
includes prosperity, well-being, safety, security. Through the prophet Isaiah God
promised that He would “extend shalom to [Jerusalem] like a river, and the glory of the
nations like an overflowing stream” (Isa 66:12). The image of an “overflowing stream” is
not that of a peaceful lazy river, but a mighty torrent (the New English Bible renders this
last “like a stream in flood”). Previously, Israel experienced drought, captivity, fear, and
death, being alienated from God and at war with him through their rebellion. Now God
had created peace, shalom.

The Lord Jesus promised this gift when He said to his disciples that in him, they would
have peace. Though they were still in the midst of a warring world, a world in tumult and
offering them nothing but tribulation, they need not fear, for He had overcome the
world (John 16:33). St. Paul spoke of this peace when he wrote that “having been
justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1).
Formerly we were alienated from God, living as rebels and children of wrath (Rom 5:10;
Eph 2:3), but now through Christ we have been brought near to God. Christ Himself is
our peace, for He has made peace through the blood of his cross (Eph 2:14; Col 1:20). If
we remain in him, we remain firmly anchored in God’s shalo, His Kingdom, in which all
conflict is overcome.

The Great Litany

That is why the Great Litany, the intercession which the Church makes for the world
with all its needs, begins with the diaconal bidding “In peace let us pray to the Lord.”
This bidding does not simply remind those praying that they should be of peaceful mind
while they are praying, and not in a state of distraction or agitation. The peace of which
the deacon speaks is the peace of Christ, and the deacon is here bidding the faithful to
pray as members of Christ’s Body, for to be “in Christ” is to be “in peace”, since “He is our
peace.”
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Fr. Alexander Schmemann reminds us of this in his book The Eucharist. Concerning this
bidding and this Great Litany, he writes,

Do we understand that this is not ‘simply’ the
prayer of a man or a group of people, but the
prayer of Christ himself to his Father, which has
been granted to us, and that this gift of Christ’s
prayer, of his mediation, of his intercession is the
first and greatest gift of the Church? We pray in
Christ, and he, through his Holy Spirit, prays in us,
who ate gathered in his name.’

Protopresbyter Alexander Schmemann

To pray “in peace” is therefore to pray as a part of
Christ’s Body, so that Christ Himself prays through us, offering acceptable prayer to his
Father.

We should take time to remember that originally this litany and these prayers of
intercession were not offered in their present position at the beginning of the Liturgy,
but only after the catechumens had been dismissed. For these were the prayers of the
faithful, of the royal priesthood, the baptized believers, the Body of Christ.
Catechumens, being unbaptized, were not yet a part of that Body or that priesthood, and
so they could not offer those priestly intercessions for the world.

It was for this reason that the Kiss of Peace or the holy Kiss was only given among the
faithful after the catechumens had departed. As the Apostolic Tradition directs, the
catechumen “shall not give the Peace, for their kiss is not yet holy.”® It was only after the
catechumens had been baptized and their kiss made holy that they were allowed to join
the others in passing the Peace and offering the Church’s intercessions for the world as
the prayer of Christ’s Body. It was only after the universal rise of infant baptism and the
effective demise of the catechumenate that prayers and actions once done later in the
Liturgy after the catechumens had left (such as the Great Litany) could be transferred to
other places in the Liturgy and done anytime.

The first petition in the Great Litany asks for salvation for those who are assembled in
peace. The deacon bids the faithful, “For the peace from above and for the salvation of
our souls, let us pray to the Lord.” This again reveals the eschatological nature of the
Kingdom of God, of our salvation, and of the peace which constitutes that saving
kingdom. It is not a peace coming from the world, having its power and origin in
political agreements, treaties, and the strength of armies to enforce them. Peace from
below is indeed a political peace, and therefore is as fragile as human politics. The
second of the Liturgy’s antiphons (from Psalm 146) warns us to “put not your trust in
princes”, since as fragile human beings the peace they establish is a fragile as they are.

5 Alexander Schmemann, The Eucharist (Crestwood, NY; St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press), chapter 3.
5 Hippolytus, On the Apostolic Tradition (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), chapter 18.
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When his spirit departs, he returns to the earth and on that very day his plans—his
agendas, his treaties, his peace—all perish.

But the peace that we experience is from God above, and the peace and salvation that

He gives to us can never perish or suffer diminution. In praying for the peace from

above, the Church confesses that it belongs to a kingdom which can never perish, and

which can never be troubled by the tribulation which reigns in
this world. This petition confesses and exults in the
unbreakable union that exists between Christ and His
Church, between the Head and the Body. Wherever the
Church sojourns on the earth, and under whatever political
system, and in whatever trouble it may find itself, its peace
remains serene and unbreakable, for it comes from above,
where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.

If the first petition of the Great Litany reveals the
eschatological nature and eternal safety of the Church in this
world, the next petition reveals the Church’s concern for the

world in which it lives and sojourns. In this petition, the
deacon bids the faithful to pray “for the peace of the whole
wortld, for the welfare of the holy churches of God, and for the union [i.e., the unity] of
all.”” Though the Church remains safe and secure in God’s peace, it is not unconcerned
for the world or for the plight of its neighbours and fellow men. The Church’s lot in this
age is tied up with its fellow men, and the disasters which strike the world affect the
Church as well.

The Church therefore begins by asking God to extend the peace that the Church
experiences in saving fullness to the world as well, insofar as the world can receive it.
The Church prays “for the peace of the whole world.” It knows only too well how war
affects all, slaying the young soldiers, killing old men and non-combatants, destroying
crops and fields so that famine and hunger hurt everyone in the land. It therefore prays
that the world may be spared such conflict according to God’s mercy and will, even
though it knows that in this age wars are inevitable.

And since the Church prays as Christ’s Body and with the kind heart of the Master, its
concern is universal—it does not pray only for the peace of those closest to it or for the
peace of those it likes, but for the peace of the whole world (Petitions 3—8) That includes
peace for nations and peoples that might be political enemies, such as Parthians nearby
or barbarians far off. Christ loves all the world, and so the Church intercedes for
everyone without distinction. This was also the practice of St. Paul, who taught his
converts to “make entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings on behalf of all
men, for kings and all who are in authority, in order that we may lead a tranquil and quiet
life in all godliness and dignity” (1 Tim 2:1-2). As well as a desiring that men not be
afflicted by the evils of war, Paul knew that political peace was a precondition for
preaching the Gospel. Peace on earth was an advantage to the Church as it pressed on to
tulfill its evangelistic mission.
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This concern for the affairs of the world includes a prayer “for the welfare of the holy
churches of God,” for their stability, health, and good functioning. Foremost in this
good health is the union of all the churches as they are maintained in their unity, holding
the same faith in truth and love. Heresy, false teaching, selfish ambition, and angry egos
can work to bring schism and to divide, and this would impede their mission and
damage their salvation. Since the health and salvation of the world depend upon the
Church in its midst (whether the world knows this or not), prayer for the world’s peace
necessarily also must include prayer for the welfare and unity of the Church. Thus, even
in the pre-Constantinian years the Church and the world were united in a kind of
symbiosis. The good functioning of each was bound up together in a measure of mutual
dependence. The gift of God’s peace to the Church was given to be shared with the
world.

The World

The Biblical understanding of the world is two-fold. The term, in Greek £osmos, can
mean either the world and all it contains as created by God, or the world in its present
state of rebellion against God. It is important to distinguish which of these meanings the
biblical authors intend.

An Object of God’s Love

The scriptures are quite clear that the world is an object of God’s love. The eatly
chapters of Genesis reveal that God freely chose to create the world as an act of love,
without any compulsion or necessity. Though the historical narrative Old Testament
from Genesis to Nehemiah (i.e., from Abraham to the return from exile) is the extended
story of the covenant people as the object of his special care, this narrative is set within a
universal context. The early chapters of Genesis reveal Yahweh Elohim, the God of
Israel, to be the creator of the entire world and all it contains, including all the Gentile
nations not in covenant with him.

The first eleven chapters of Genesis are universal in their scope. They narrate the
creation of the man (in Hebrew the adam) and the woman’—i.e., the entire human
race—as the special work of the Hebrew God. The story reveals Yahweh’s care for
mankind even before men began to call upon the name of Yahweh in worship (see Gen
4:26). When mankind strayed and sinned, and rebelled even more, God decided to judge
them for their rebellion by sending a flood to wipe them out—but only after taking steps
to preserve righteous Noah and his family and through them preserving the entire
human race. God further showed his patience by promising that although the intent of
man’s heart was evil from his youth, He would nonetheless not again destroy the world
(Gen 8:21). Thus, these chapters reveal God’s loving concern and solicitude for all the
wortld, not just his chosen people.®

7 In Hebrew their names are adam and chavvah—i.e., “mankind” and “life”.
8 The lesson is clear regardless of the historicity of the stories.
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We also glimpse God’s universal love for his creation in other parts of the Hebrew
scriptures. When Abraham is first called, God promises him that through his family all
the families of the earth would eventually find blessing. The call of Abraham (and
therefore the destiny of Israel) is set within a universal context and is intended to bring
God’s blessing and love to all the nations of the earth.

Perhaps the most astonishing revelation of this divine love is found in the tale of Jonah.
’ Having declared Yahweh’s judgment against Nineveh and its imminent overthrow, as
Jonah feared, the city repented, and God forgave them, changlng his mind and not
sending the threatened judgment. Jonah therefore sulks mm e o
and sits down to watch what will happen next. God
then sent a plant which instantly grew over Jonah to
give shade, and then sent a worm to attack the plant so
that it withered and provided no more shade. Finally,
He sent a scorching east wind so that Jonah grew
faint—and furious. God then asked him, “Do you have
good reason to be angry about the plant?” Jonah
retorted that he certainly did, “even to death.” God
then delivered his final line, and the lesson of the whole

story:

You pity the plant for which you did not labour, nor did you make it grow, which came
into being in a night and perished in a night. And should I not pity Nineveh, that great

city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not

know their right hand from their left, and also much cattle?

In other words, God feels compassion for a// that He has made—even for the brutal
Gentiles of the hated Assyrian empire.

This strand of Old Testament universalism finds its culmination and fulfillment in the
New Testament, for Christ came not just to save the chosen people, but to bring
salvation to all the world. As said above, in Christ membership in the covenant people of
Israel is offered to all the world, to anyone willing to repent and be baptized. In Christ,
God creates a new people, a new humanity, one neither Jewish nor Gentile (Eph 2:15).
In Christ, the blessing that God had promised to Abraham would come to all the
families of the earth: “In Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham came to the Gentiles”
(Gal 3:14).

St. John is especially clear that it was the whole world—Gentile as well as Jew—that was
the intended object of God’s love and redemption. In the first words of his Gospel, John
declared that the life of Christ was the light of men, not just the light of Jews (John 1:4).
As many as received him, Jew or Gentile—were given the authority to become the
children of God. In one of the most important passages in his Gospel, John declared

% He is mentioned in the historical books of the OT only in 2 Kings 14:25, where he prophesies expansion for the
northern kingdom—which made him a less than heroic character for those in the rival southern kingdom, the
later post-exilic readers of the Book of Jonah.
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that “God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, that whoever
believed in Him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). The Father sent the
Son so that the whole world might be saved (vs 17). Christ is therefore hailed by the
Samaritans a “the Saviour of the world” (John 4:42).

In Imitation of the Father

Given this universal love, Christians are called to imitate the Father and love the world
as well, loving even their enemies and praying for their persecutors that they may
become true sons of their Father (Matt 5:44—45). The first and great commandment is
embodied in the Shema, the fundamental Jewish confession: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord
our God, the Lord is one!" And you shall love the Lotd your God with all your heatt,
and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength” (Deut 6:4-5;
Mark 12:29-30). But this commandment has a flip side, a corollary, a second which is
like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:18; Mark 12:31). That is, love
for God is also expressed in love for neighbor, so that if one does not love one’s
neighbour, one does not truly love God either.

St. John expresses this truth with his customary concision and
force:

If someone says, ‘I love God’, and hates his brother, he is a
liar, for the one who does not love his brother whom he has
seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this
commandment we have from Him, that the one who loves
God should love his brother also (1 John 4:20-21).

Love, of course, is an action, not a feeling or an emotion, and so is always expressed in
works. To love one’s neighbor one must visit him when he is distressed, give him water
when he is thirsty, and feed him when he is hungry (see Matt 25:35—40). As St. John
again asks us, “Whoever has the world’s goods and beholds his brother in need and
closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him?” (1 John 3:17)

It is for this reason that the Church has always had an abiding concern to help the poor.
The Church in Jerusalem cared for the widows among them from their earliest days
(Acts 6:1-6), and when James and Peter and John extended to Paul and Barnabas the
right hand of fellowship, recognizing, and blessing their work among the Gentiles, they
took care to remind them to “remember the poor” (Gal 2:9-10).

Furthermore, this love for neighbor means that Christians must also be involved in the
political process of the countries in which they live (to the degree that this is possible),
helping to work for social justice and programs that will help the poor. Christians do not
withdraw from the society around them, but work among their neighbors to do what
good they can in the world. Learning lessons from our Byzantine past, Orthodox

10 That is, the only one for you.
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Christians will seek to use government power for the uplifting and good of those in
need.

Not only that, Christians will not remain heedless of environmental concerns. Love for
the world involves not only care of its inhabitants, but also of the fabric of creation itself.
The physical creation belongs ultimately to God, not to us, and we may not harm or
misuse what does not belong to us. Christians will strive to be good stewards of the
world and its resources.

A Rival to God

The scriptures are also quite clear that the world is a rival to God and a threat to the
Christian’s loyalty to God. For this reason, Christian moralists have always warned the
faithful against the spiritual dangers which come from zhe World, the Flesh, and the Devil.
By “the World” (usually capitalized) is meant not the planet and its inhabitants, but the
systematic and ingrained preference for the things of the world over a preference for the
things of God.

St. James warns in stark terms, with all the fire of an Old Testament prophet, of the
dangers of preferring the world to God: “You adulteresses, do you not know that
friendship with the world is hostility toward God? Therefore, whoever wishes to be a
friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God” (James 4:4). St. John offers his
own warning:

Do not love the world, nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love
of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, the lust of
the eyes, and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world” (1
John 2:15-16).

This brief Johannine list of all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the
eyes (i.e., a covetous desire to acquire and possess), and the boastful pride of life (i.e., the
arrogance that ruthlessly competes, and struts, and shows off)—reveals that “the World”
is complex and varied. What is common to all worldly elements is that each one seeks to
claim and captivate the heart, to become an idol, and thus take the place of God in one’s
life. That is why St. Paul referred to greed as “idolatry” (Col 3:5), because the grasping
desire to acquire means that those things have usurped the place of God in one’s life. It
is for this reason too that the Lord Jesus depicted wealth as “Mammon”—a divine rival
to the true God (Matt 6:24).

There are dark aspects to some things in the world—or, perhaps more accurately,
everything in the world is capable of great darkness. The lust of the flesh can present
itself in the form of pornography in its many horrifying forms, as well as prostitution and
human trafficking. The lust of the eyes with its desire to acquire can lead to many forms
of fraud, lying, and theft as the desire to acquire money triumphs over the voice of
conscience in comparatively mild crimes such as shoplifting, or more serious offences
such as scams and identity theft.
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It can also lead to the oppression of workers, the sin so often and furiously denounced
by the Old Testament prophets who rebuked the elites for enriching themselves by
grinding the face of the poor (see Isa 3:15). St. James stood in this tradition when he
warned,

Come, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries which are coming il
upon you! Behold, the pay of the laborers who mowed your fields '
and which has been withheld by you cries out against you, and the
outcry of those who did the harvesting reached the ears of the Lord
of Sabaoth. You have lived luxuriously on the earth and led a life of
wanton pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter.
You have condemned and put to death the righteous man; he does
not resist you” (James 5:1-0).

The lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life can lead one to do
terrible things.

The sin denounced by James is common to all cultures, whether agrarian or urban. We
see this sin in the faces of all corrupt politicians, all lying and conspiring CEOs, all the
elite with power and wealth who manipulate media and rulers to their own advantage.
The figure of such elites is common in the Psalter, where Yahweh promises to judge
them thoroughly and vindicate the helpless widow and orphan whom they have
despoiled and trampled. It is common for such worldliness to hide itself behind a mask
of respectability, affability, and even piety. In this age, this 1% is rarely called to account
by the other 99%. “There are no pains in their death... they are not in trouble as other
men” (Psalm 73:4-5). They indeed live luxuriously on the earth and lead lives of wanton
pleasure.

Faced with this, one is tempted to say quietly to oneself, “Surely in vain I have kept my
heart pure and washed my hands in innocence” (Psalm 73:13). The temptation to learn
from worldly men and their prosperity, to abandon one’s integrity and faith for the sake
of gain—in other words to become worldly—is very great, which is of course why the
psalmists, prophets, and apostles denounce it so regularly.

Being a Sojourner

The alternative to becoming a friend of world is to recognize that one belongs to the age
to come, and that here in this age we are sojourners and strangers, men and women just
passing through this world on our way to the world to come. As sojourners, we abstain
from the fleshly lusts which wage war against our souls and threaten to transform us into
God’s enemies (1 Pet 2:11; James 4:4).

The world around us will challenge us if we renounce its way and choose a different way
of living, correctly concluding that by our way of life and our choices we are judging and
condemning them. Thus in 1 Peter 4:4 we read, “They [your former worldly friends] are
surprised that you do not run with them into the same excess of dissipation, and they
malign you.” The perception of the wicked and worldly that the righteous are a judgment
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upon them (whether or not the righteous say anything) is very old. Thus, in Wisdom
2:12-19 we read,

Let us lie in wait for the righteous man, because he is inconvenient to us and opposes
our actions; he became to us as a reproof of our thoughts; the very sight of him is a
burden to us, because his manner of life is unlike that of others. We are considered by
him as something base, and he avoids our ways as unclean. Let us test him with insult
and torture, that we may find out how gentle he is and make trial of his forbearance.

Worldliness is therefore not only a temptation. Avoiding it can be socially and
sometimes even physically dangerous.

Christians are called to avoid such worldliness regardless of the dangers which such
avoidance might bring. We must remember that such worldliness is indeed fading. We
have a choice: either the pleasure of the world which is confined to this life, and which
passes away, or the pleasures at the right hand of God which will never fail (Psalm 16:10).
The Lord Jesus pointed out the inequality involved in the options: “What shall it profit a
man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul?” (Mark 8:36). The Faustian bargain
proffered by the world is the fool’s bargain.

The apostles make this clear time and time again. St. John wrote, “The world is passing
away, and its lusts, but the one who does the will of God abides forever” (1 John 2:17).
St. Paul wrote, “The form of this world is passing away” (I Cor 7:31). Because of this,
Paul gave more detailed advice about how the Christian was to live in this passing world.
He said,

The time has been shortened, so that from now on those who have wives should be as though
they had none; and those who weep, as though they did not weep, and those who rejoice, as
though they did not rejoice, and those who buy, as though they did not possess, and those who
use the world, as though they did not make full use of it (1 Cor 7:29—31).

This last bit of Paul’s advice is the key to living as sojourners and strangers.

St. Paul means that whatever we do in this world—whether marrying, weeping, rejoicing,
or buying—we must do realizing that we could leave this world at any moment, and we
must therefore find our true rest and joy in the Kingdom, and not in anything in this
world. We indeed take joy in marriage and in buying and in all the others gifts that God
gives us in this age. But as we use the world, we must not make use of it as if all our joys
were anchored in it. We must be prepared to leave them all in a moment’s notice, if
Christ so wills. The significance of Paul’s words for those possibly facing martyrdom is
only too plain, but it retains its significance for all Christians who know that here we
have no continuing city (Heb 13:14).

In the world, but not of the World

This two-fold meaning of the world (the world created and loved by God and the world
currently in rebellion against him) gives Christians their peculiar stance vis-a-vis the
wortld. The world is loved by God, and yet it is the locus of rebellion and evil. We are
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therefore called to love the wotrld, and hate its rebellion—or, in more classic terms, “to
love the sinner and hate the sin.”

Loving the sinner means that we identify with the world in its suffering and seek with all
our might to alleviate it. We even identify with the world in its sinfulness, knowing that
we also have the seed of corruption within us, and as repentant sinners we are saved by
grace and God’s mercy. Hating the sin means that we are clear, forceful, and
unambiguous in our denunciation of sin. We may not and in fact cannot know how the
sinner will fare on the Day of Judgment, but we can know that their sin is wrong. The
oft-quoted and misapplied dominical precept “Judge not” does not mean that Christians
are to throw away their moral compass and render themselves incapable of knowing sin
when they see it. For how else can they repent of their misdeeds?

Evil is a constant and a chilling reality in society, and Christians must never shrink from
calling evil by its true name. Such plain speaking will, of course, come with a cost,
especially in the woke cultures now found in the west. But the Church, through its
leaders, must take up the prophetic mantle and speak the truth to power, regardless of
the cost. Loving the sinner always involves naming the sin and calling the sinner to
repentance—not in a spirit of judgmentalism or disdain, but in love. The Lord is patient
and does not wish for any to perish, but for all to come to repentance (2 Pet 3:9). This
cannot happen unless the Church speaks prophetically to sinners and calls them home to
God’s forgiveness and mercy. The first word spoken by St. John the Forerunner, by
Christ, and by St. Peter was “repent” (Matt 3:3, 4:17; Acts 2:38).

An Introduction to Prayer

What is needed to experience the Kingdom of God, to receive the peace of Christ, and
to interact faithfully and fruitfully with the world is a prayerful heart. It is perhaps
significant that in the Divine Liturgy, even before the people begin to praise God in the
antiphons, they lift up their voices in prayer in the Great Litany.

There are, of course, heights which can be reached in prayer only after many years—
heights which are mostly reached by those with leisure and solitude to devote to prayer
as an uninterrupted practice—namely, monastics. For monastics, all is subordinated to
prayer, and the ideal is continual ecstatic prayer, a communion which continues even
during sleep. In the story told about how St. Pachomius received his prayer rule from an
angel, Pachomius asked if the rule did not contain too few prayers. The angel replied, “I
have ordained enough that the weak might conveniently fulfill the rule. The perfect have
no need for a rule, since alone in their cells they pass their whole life in the
contemplation of God.”"" Here we will not attempt to describe such heights, but only
offer a few introductory remarks.

For some, prayer consists of simply saying the words of a prayer, reading something
from a page or saying something memorized. But true prayer begins by focusing upon

11 Cited in Alexander Schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press), chapter 3.
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God, with the mind in the heart. One first brings oneself into the presence of God, and
only then begins to speak words.

Our Approach to God

But if one is aware of the greatness of God, of his holiness and
power, then one will know that, as Metropolitan Anthony (Bloom)
once wrote, “To meet God means to enter into the ‘cave of a
tiget’... The realm of God is dangerous.” "> Or, to vary the feline
imagery and borrow the words of C. S. Lewis, “Aslan [a Christ
figure] is not a tame lion.” As Aslan the lion once observed to a
girl when she asked him if he ate gitls, “I have swallowed up girls
and boys, women and men, kings and emperors, cities and
realms.”"” God is not safe, and it is dangerous to trifle with him.

Metropolitan Anthony (Bloom)

To meet him safely we must approach him in the true and saving
fear of God, a fear which is not servile, but is clean, and endures
forever."

When we approach God in prayer, we will almost inevitably have an image or picture of
him in our heads. Whether this involves the traditional child’s picture of an old man with
a white beard or not is irrelevant. We must approach him knowing that all such images
are inadequate and vain, and that God is above any image or even any concept of which
we could conceive. The images will do us no real harm, provided we do not mistake
them for the inexpressible and incomprehensible reality facing us as we approach him.
We pray to him not as we imagine him, but as He knows himself to be.

We approach him with our #ous. The word nous is sometimes translated “understanding”
(thus Phil 4:7 RSV) or “mind”, but that translation savours too much of the cerebral and
the intellectual. It means one’s awareness, one’s openness; it is with the #ous that we
expetience another person. In prayer we stand before God" with trembling and open
hearts, recognizing that we stand before One before whom angels and archangels, the
guardian cherubim and the fiery seraphim veil their faces in awe. This God is above us in
heaven, He fills heaven and earth, and He prays within us by his Holy Spirit, enabling us
to address the terrifying King of all as abba, father (Rom 8:26; Gal 4:0).

Our words may first come from a prayerbook, and we either read them from the book,
offering them slowly with our hearts, or offer them without using a book, having
memorized them. The advantage of the prayerbook is that it allows us to use the prayers
of the saints as models and templates for our own. By praying them over and over, we
gradually make them our own, and fill them with meaning from our own lives and
experiences. The prayers of the saints in this way teach us, helping us to find the proper
balance between familiarity and formality, reverence and intimacy. They teach us the

12 Metropolitan Anthony Bloom, Living Prayer (Springfield, IL: Templegate Publishing, 1974).
13.¢.S. Lewis, The Silver Chair (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1965), 11.

14 psalm 19:9

15 standing is the usual posture for prayer.
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proper amount of humility and contrition; they direct all thoughts away from an
obsession with our private needs toward the needs of others. They teach us to balance
praise for God with sorrow for our sins. The prayerbook thus becomes our school, the
holy academy where we learn from the saints how to pray.

As we persevere in regular prayer, we will discover that we are subject to periods of
spiritual dryness, times when it is difficult to pray and when we experience no emotional
uplift from it at all. This is normal and is a part of the undulation which characterizes our
physical lives as well as our spiritual lives. Counter-intuitive though it may appear, it is
during the times of dryness that spiritual growth occurs, as we pray not because it is easy,
but because we want to obey God, even when it is hard. For at these times, we pray not
for any emotional reward that may come, but solely as an act of obedience and love. It is
therefore crucial to persevere in prayer at all times,
especially during times when perseverance is
difficult. It is only through those times that we
begin to mature and put on spiritual muscle.

As well as prayer to God, our daily times of prayer
will also include asking for the prayers of the
Theotokos, our guardian angel, and the saints,
especially our patron saint whose name we bear
and with whom we have a special relationship.
Prayer lifts us up to heaven, since we are one with
Christ, and Christ abides in heaven, our
intercessor at the right hand of the Father. We
pray as members of his family, and so offer our
prayers as part of that family. Family members

Home Prayer Corner

always pray for one another, and so it is that we ask
for the prayers of members of our heavenly family, trusting in their intercession. The
prayerbooks contain examples of such prayers.

Our private prayers presuppose our membership in the Church, where we offer
corporate prayer as members of the gathered Body of Christ. It is these gathered prayers
which we offer as Christ’s Body that constitute the foundation of all our life of prayer.
During the week, we pray as members of the scattered Church, the assembly which has
gathered the previous Sunday for the Eucharist and will again regather the following
Sunday. It is because of the sonship that we received in baptism, and which is renewed
every Bucharist that we are able to stand before God privately during the week and
address him boldly as “our Father.” When we gather together as the Church for the
Eucharist, we actualize our salvation. It is this salvation that we live out in our prayers
after we leave the assembly. Gathered or scattered, corporately or separately, we live a
life of prayer as members of the Body of Christ.

As Orthodox Christians, we are “fellow citizens with the saints and members of the
household of God...” (Eph 2:19): members of the Kingdom of God and, therefore we
have the privilege to stand before God and lift our personal and corporate prayers to
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him, asking for his mercy, his peace, and the right ordering of our lives. Moreover, we
are entrusted with this ministry as fellow citizens with the saints. Through our baptism
we have access to him through Jesus Christ (Eph 2:17,18) so that with boldness we can
pray at every Liturgy, “for the peace of the whole world...” interceding for all who have
turned away from the God that loves them and who longs to grant them his peace.
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God, Jesus, and the Christian Life

The Three Antiphons

At the beginning of the Orthodox Divine Liturgy, three hymns called antiphons follow
the Great Litany and precede the Little Entrance. Traditionally, antiphonal singing in the
Orthodox Church consisted of two choirs singing, alternately, one or more verses from
the Psalms. In modern Orthodox practice, especially in the Russian tradition, one choir
generally sings the three Antiphons, with Little Litanies between them. The first two
antiphons, “Bless the Lord, O My Soul” and “Praise the Lord, O My Soul” are taken
from the Psalms (Psalm 102[103] and Psalm 145[146], respectively). As we will see
below, the Psalms, of great importance to the life of the Church and to all Orthodox
Christians, became the hymnbook of the Church, inherited from Judaism. The third
antiphon consists of the Beatitudes, taken from the Gospels (Matt 5:2—12; Luke 6:20—
26). The Beatitudes are considered to be the most concise form of the teachings of
Christ, and have a prominent place in the Divine Liturgy, right before the procession of
the Gospel book, called the Little Entrance.

In addition to the succession of antiphons and litanies, the “Hymn of Justinian” is sung
after the second antiphon. Many know this hymn as “Only Begotten Son,” after its first
three words. It was composed sometime in the 4™ or 5 century and was spread and
popularized by the Emperor Justinian (527-565 A.D.), who recognized its importance.
The significance of this beautiful hymn is its affirmation of the Christological formula
developed during the First Ecumenical Council (325 A.D.), including its description of
Christ as the Only Begotten Son of the Father, taken from the Gospel of John (John
1:14, 1:18, and 3:10).

The text of the hymn is very specific, with each word rendering deep theological truths
which are necessary to correctly ascribe to Jesus his identity, attributes and actions in the
world:

Only Begotten Son and Immortal Word of God, Who for our salvation didst will to be incarnate of the
holy Theotokos and ever virgin Mary, Who without change didst become man and wast crucified, O
Christ our God, trampling down death by death, Who art one of the Holy Trinity, Glorified with the
Father and the Holy Spirit, save us!

How is it that such an understanding of God the Son came to be? What is the meaning
of “Only Begotten?” And if Jesus is indeed the Only Begotten Son, what does this tell us
about the Father?

The Living God

Very often the popular concept of God savors more of deism than of theism. In popular
thought God remains confined safely in heaven, happily isolated from life on earth.
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From this distance He can sometimes answer prayer, and we console ourselves with the
thought that our beloved dead whom we mourn go to be with him in heaven when they
die. But for all that God is not really involved in life down here on earth, however often
we describe freak lightning strikes and floods as “acts of God.” God never judges or
directs the affairs of history. He never really intervenes. He mostly just watches and
waits.

In contrast to this is the biblical picture of God as “the living God,” the phrase which
emphasizes Yahweh’s' power to act compared to the powetless idols of the heathen
(Psalm 114]115]:1-8). The gods of the nations are dead, lifeless, unable to smite or to
rescue, or to do anything. They can neither judge and strike down, nor restore and raise
up. But Yahweh is the living God, the One who judges the wicked and rescues the
righteous, who executes justice for the oppressed, who gives food to the hungry, who

raises up those who are bowed down, who brings to ruin the way of the wicked (Psalm
145[146]:7-9).

The title “the living God” is Jewish code for God’s continual and powerful involvement
in the world He has made, in contrast to the idols. Thus St. Peter confessed Jesus to be
“the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt 16:16); thus St. Paul reminded the
Thessalonians that in their conversion they had “turned to God from the idols to serve a
living and true God, and to wait for his Son from the heavens” (1 Thess 1:9,10).

This God is not the deity of the deists, nor the God of the
philosophers. He is powerful, active, saving, compassionate—and
dangerous. Too dangerous, in fact, for most people, and so
popular imagination cuts him down to size. Popular imagination
confines him to heaven, chaining him to his celestial throne,
denying him access to earth. Everything that occurs down here has
only natural causes; everything must be explained by something—
anything—other than the work of the living God.

Christian theology knows nothing of this little God. Our faith
remains rooted in the living God revealed in Christ, who

manifested his power through the cross and resurrection of his
Son, and who continues to work among us through miracles and the sacramental life of
the Church. The true and living God is not safe and not tame.” his very presence causes
trembling: when Isaiah saw Him in the Temple, he declared himself undone; when St.
John saw Him in a vision, he fell at his feet as one dead (Isa 6:5; Rev 1:17).

! The name "Yahweh" is used by some to represent the Hebrew Tetragrammaton (meaning four letters) nin
(Yod Heh Vav Heh). It was considered blasphemous to utter the name of God; therefore, it was only written and
never spoken, resulting in the loss of the original pronunciation. It is more common in English-language bibles to
represent the Tetragrammaton with the term "Lorp" (capitalized).

2 Compare the Christological description of Aslan in C. S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (NY:
Harper Collins, 1994), 80. “Safe? Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the
King, | tell you.”
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This God existed before the world was made, and by his power brought all things into
being. He is transcendent, above and beyond all created things—ryet He fills all things—
and is present in every atom of his creation. This is not pantheism, which declares that
impersonal divinity is in everything and that therefore everything is divine. It might be
described as “pan-en-theism”, which asserts that the personal and transcendent God is
found in all that exists, so that no corner of the cosmos is bereft of his presence.

Part of the theologian’s task is to speak of God and to describe him. The task is an
impossible one, for God surpasses all description, all thought, all imagination, and every
category we might conceive, including the binary categories of being and non-being.
That is why the theologian known as (Pseudo) Dionysius in about the fifth or sixth
century strained the limits of language in an attempt to describe the indescribable. The
proper response to an encounter with the living God is mute wonder and ecstatic
adoration. Yet the Church must still teach about this Lord, and so theologians have done
their best to find words that are the least inappropriate to describe God. No one can
describe him accurately; the best we can do is to use words which, whatever their
inadequacy, offer the least distortion, all the while knowing that God remains above such
descriptions. An apophatic approach’ may be best for solitary mystics, but life on earth
and the Church’s mission demand the use of a cataphatic approach* as well. Thus, a
number of terms are used to describe the living God.

One of these terms is “omnipotent”, or all-powerful. This means that whatever God
chooses to do, He has the power to accomplish. There is no task that He chooses to
undertake which might prove too much for him. But here a note of clarification must be
offered—divine omnipotence does not mean that God can somehow do things which
are intrinsically impossible, such as making two plus two equal five, or giving free will to
men while simultaneously withholding it. As someone once wrote, “Meaningless
combinations of words do not suddenly acquire meaning because we prefix to them the
two other words ‘God can’... Nonsense remains nonsense even when we talk about
God.”” Or, in the words of Thomas Aquinas, “Nothing which implies contradiction falls
under the omnipotence of God.”

God is also omnipresent. God’s transcendence (in biblical terms, his throne in heaven)
does not imply that He is distant from any part of his creation. He is no closer to those
on mountaintops than He is to those underground. He is not spatially closer to those in
church than He is to those in the trenches of war. One draws near to him through
repentance and faith, not through physical movement. That is why St. Paul affirmed that
in him we live and move and have our being, and that He is not far from anyone (Acts
17:27-28). God is everywhere. We approach him with our heart, not with our feet.

3 Describing what God is not

4 Describing what God is

5C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (NY: Harper Collins, 1996), chapter 1.
6 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Part |, Question 25, article 4.
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Christian theology confesses that God is also invisible, and that the visible appearances
of God in the Old Testament, such as when God was seen on Mount Sinai, by Isaiah in
the Temple, and by Ezekiel by the river Chebar (Ex 24:9-10; Isa 6:1; Ezek 1:26-28) were
theophanies. In those appearances, God was condescending to human weakness,
appearing to Israel in human form (Ezek 1:26) so that Israel might more easily
communicate with him. But strictly speaking, God has no body, no parts, no form. He is
invisible, so that no one has ever seen him or ever can see him (John 1:18; 1 Tim 6:16).
He can appear to us in a vision (e.g., Dan 7:9; Rev 4:2-3), but the reality is higher and
more transcendent than the vision. Being above every category and conception and
filling all things, God cannot be seen. He is incomprehensible, not just to men and
angels, but in Himself.

God is also eternal, and not subject to time as we are. He does not move from the past
into the present and then into the future but exists above the limitations of time and
space. This does not mean that in his dealings with us He does not respond to us in the
moment and deal with us where we are. In his condescension, the One who is eternal
and beyond time, the One for whom there is no past,
present, or future, but who lives above the flow of time,
stoops down to speak with his creatures who 4o live within
the flow of time and who experience change.

We see these time-conditioned interactions in the scriptures:
God announced to Nineveh that He would destroy them for
their sins, and then “changed his mind” after they repented
(Jonah 3:10). This does not mean that God was somehow
surprised at their repentance, as if He did not know beforehand what would happen. But
God dealt with them where they were and responded to their actions accordingly. We
are children of time, and experience things sequentially within the flow of time, not

-
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knowing what the future will bring. In order to have a relationship with us, God speaks
to us where we live within this flow of time, even if He knows all that will happen before
it does.

Furthermore, God is immutable, and not subject to change. This means that God is not
affected and limited by external circumstances. Things impact us and cause us to
change—ecither to grow or to decline. We are usually passive in our lives, in that disasters
can hurt us and make us sad or bitter and successes can cause us to cheer up and
increase in happiness. Our moods and life exist in this state of flux and change, as we are
at the mercy of things in the world around us. God is not like this at all. He is not at the
mercy of circumstances, and there is nothing passive in him; in Himself He cannot be
made depressed or more cheerful.

Despite this, God condescends to us in our weakness. That is why in the Scriptures we
read of God becoming angry when Israel sinned by worshipping Baal-Peor, and of God
calming down when Phineas stood up to punish Israel’s sin (Num 25:3, 11). This
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anthropopathic’ way of speaking about God was the only one possible if Israel was to
have a relationship with the changeless God.

Finally, we note that God’s essence is different from his energies. By God’s essence is
meant God as He is in Himself; by his energies is meant how we experience God. The
distinction between his essence and his energies preserves the transcendent nature of
God while at the same time declares that we can really know and experience him, for his
essence is present in his energies.

In all these theological descriptions the Church does not seek to define God or fully
describe him, for it knows this is an impossible task. Rather, these cataphatic terms are
attempts to safeguard the nature of the living God from distortions and from
understandings that are unworthy of him. Each Christian encounters the living God in
humility, approaching him with fear and love and trembling. God is only known by us
because in his compassion He allows Himself to be known and experienced.

Jesus

In the same way that popular thought has sought to tame, sanitize, diminish, and render
the living God safe and harmless, the Jesus of history has been similarly dealt with. Just
as the everlasting Father and Judge has become in many people’s minds an indulgent
grandfather and a kind but ineffectual senior citizen, so Jesus, the Son of Man, has been
transformed in the popular mind as an affirming, inclusive, non-judgmental teacher of
love, a flowered guru, one in a long line of human teachers. The Jesus revealed in the
New Testament and described in the hymns of the church, however, is nothing like this
modern substitute. The Jesus of the hymn “Only Begotten Son”, and the Jesus of the
scriptures and of the councils is not a mere human teacher but the divine Son, who has
unique and specific activities in the world.

The New Testament reveals his compassion clearly enough. Jesus is the One who taught
his disciples to pray for their enemies and to forgive. He refused to call down fire upon
the Samaritans when, in defiance of all the sacred norms of Middle Fastern hospitality,
they refused to receive him as He traveled (Luke 9:53-56). In gentleness, He welcomed
children and infants, taking them in his arms and blessing them when his disciples would
have sent them away (Luke 18:15-16). He prayed that God would forgive those who
were crucifying him (Luke 23:34).

There is more than enough Gospel material to justify the common picture of “gentle
Jesus, meek and mild.” But this picture is only half the Gospel picture. If Jesus was meek
and mild, He also walked the earth with a sovereign stride, utterly aware of his divine
authority and dignity as the Son of God. He knew that He possessed authority to forgive
sins and He walked on the sea as easily as other men walked on the road. More than that,
He knew that He had the authority to pass along his miracle-working authority to others,
such as the apostles, and He sent them out with instructions to cleanse lepers, cast out
demons, and raise the dead as easily as anyone else would send out a friend with

7 The use of limited human language to describe God’s actions.
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instructions to pick up their mail while they were out (Matt 10:8). He took it for granted
that it was his word and decision alone that would one day determine the eternal fate of
every living person (Matt 7:22-23, 25:31-46). In the words of G. K. Chesterton, Jesus
was “a being who often acted like an angry god—and always like a god.”®

Christ’s anger, reminiscent of the anger of Yahweh in the
Hebrew scriptures, was at least as obvious as his compassion.
He cast the money changers out of the Temple, driving out
their animals with a whip of cords (Mark 11:15; John 2:15).
He denounced the Pharisees with a tremendous tongue-
lashing, calling them a brood of vipers, hypocrites, blind
guides, and fools, and when Law-experts heard this and
protested that by saying this He was insulting them too, He
did not qualify or relent, but turned on them also, saying,
“Woe to you lawyers, as welll” (Matt 12:34; 23:15-16; Luke
11:45). He told those who were his foes that they were
children of the devil, and by his imprecation sank unbelieving
Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum into the depths of Hades (John 8:44; Matt 11:21—
23)—an angry God indeed!

This double Gospel picture is confirmed by the vision that St. John had in later decades
when Christ appeared to him in glory with messages for seven churches in Asia Minor.
For some churches, Christ had only words of encouragement and compassion. For
others, He had words of stunning rebuke. He told the Ephesian Christians that they
must repent, or He would remove their church entirely; to the Smyrnaean Christians, He
said that if they did not repent, He would make war against them with the sword of his
mouth (i.e., would utter judgments destroying them). To a false prophetess in Thyatira,
He said that if she did not repent, He would cast her upon a bed of sickness and kill her
children (i.e., her followers) with pestilence. To the lukewarm Christians of Laodicea, He
said that unless they repented, He would vomit them out of his mouth (Rev 2:5, 16, 22,
23, 3:10).

The Gospel picture of Jesus includes therefore promises of unimaginable glory and
reward as well as threats of terrifying retribution. The Jesus of the Law walked the land
with sovereign authority, healing all who came to him—opening blind eyes, raising the
dead—and demanding complete submission, saying that no one was worthy of him
unless they preferred him even to their families and their own lives (Luke 14:20).

Although Jesus answered to the title “Son of David,” which was a messianic title (Matt
22:42, 15:22; Mark 10:47), his preferred title was “Son of Man,” doubtless because the
title “Son of David” or “Christ/Messiah” contained too many military and political
connotations in the popular mind.

8 G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), chapter 9.
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The title “Son of Man” originally simply meant “a human being,” which is its meaning in
Psalm 8:4 and Ezekiel 2:1. It was used in Daniel 7:13—14 to refer to the people of Israel
as the image of a human being to contrast them with the brutal animal-like kingdoms
that oppressed them (such as Babylon and its successors, which were compared to a lion,
a bear, and a leopatd). The human being/son of man was brought near to God and
received from him tremendous authority. This was an image of Israel being glorified and
saved from foreign domination, when “the dominion and the greatness of all the
kingdoms under the whole heaven will be given to the people, the saints of the Most
High” (Dan 7:27).

The image very quickly came to be an image not of the saints of the Most High, but of
the Messiah who would bring them dominion. (The Book of Enoch, for example, uses
the title “Son of Man” as a title for the Messiah.) Jesus adopted the title for Himself, for
it spoke of his authority and of his glorious destiny as the Messiah at the Fathet’s right
hand but was free of the military associations surrounding the title “Messiah”.

The New Testament picture of Jesus is therefore one of divine authority. Jesus claimed
this divine authority as his own, and in fact asserted his full divinity, saying that He was
“one with the Father” and that He was the eternal “I am” who revealed Himself to
Moses at the burning bush (John 10:30, 8:58; Ex 3:14). The Church would, in the
coming centuries, confess both his full humanity and his full divinity, combined in one
Person, the divinity and humanity existing together “unconfusedly, unchangeably,
indivisibly, inseparably.””

Thus, through his incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection, Jesus, the Son of Man,
brought salvation. Those uniting themselves to him through faith and in baptism became
part of his Body the Church. In the Church, the gathering of his disciples, the new acon,
the age to come, is manifested and actualized. In his presence among his assembled
disciples, the powers of the coming age are now at work. his disciples are given a new
and eternal life, experiencing the power of the age until now in this world. As such, they
are different from those not yet united to Christ and are called by Christ to reveal him by
living differently than other men.

The Christian Life: Living the Beatitudes

The life of the Christian worshipping the living God and following Jesus may be
summed up in the Beatitudes. The Beatitudes form the prolegomena'’ to the Sermon on
the Mount in the same way that the Ten Commandments formed the introduction to the
entirety of the Law. The contrast between Law and Beatitude is intentional: the ten
commandments gave instructions for regulating the life of the theocratic community, but
Christ bestows blessing in the coming kingdom. The former found its context in the
national life of Israel in this age, whereas the latter finds its context in the eschatological

% From the “Chalcedonian definition” which repudiated the notion of a single nature in Christ. Council of
Chalcedon, A.D. 451.
10 Introduction
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reversal coming with the Kingdom of God. The former demands obedience: the latter
assures reward for those who have served Christ. The difference here is the difference
between the Law and the Gospel.

The reward promised in the Beatitudes consists of blessing in the age to come. The word
usually rendered “blessed” is the Greek makarios, a word used in classical Greek to
denote the happiness of the gods. In Christ’s day, the world looked at those poor,
bedraggled souls who followed him, and thought them to be deluded, pitiable, and
pathetic—a bunch of fools rightly to be met with disdain and a sorry shake of the head.
This is what the Pharisees thought of Jesus’ disciples, writing them off and saying, “This
rabble which does not know the law is accursed” (John 7:49).

In response to such denunciation, Christ assured his followers that they were not
accursed, but blessed. A tremendous reward awaited them in the coming kingdom. The
rich who despised them and who rejected Jesus will one day hunger and howl,"" but not
his disciples. They will be filled and will laugh.
On that blessed day of vindication, anyone
might envy their fate. his disciples therefore
must persevere in their faith despite the
persecution their faith brought upon them.
Their reward will be great in the age to come.

But to live the eschatological life of the age to
come and inherit those rewards, Christ’s people
must live differently than those around them.
They must imitate the Lord. This imitation is
described in the Beatitudes in a series of word pictures.

The first of the word pictures portrays someone who is poor in spirit. This referred to a
certain class of people found in the Psalter, the anawim, the afflicted, the humble, those
oppressed and helpless before the rich and powerful of the world who crushed them
(Psalm 9:18, 36:6, 72:2). These poor had no recourse to earthly help, so they placed all
their hope in God, looking to him for rescue and vindication. It was these hopeless and
helpless, these afflicted ones, these anawim, that God promised that He would one day
vindicate; these are the Lord’s disciples.

However, to be poor in spirit means more than finding in God our hope of vindication.
It also means despairing of saving ourselves and in finding in ourselves the strength we
need. We are all weak. The poor in spirit acknowledge this and realize that without
Christ, they can do nothing.

Christ also portrays those who follow him as those who mourn—that is, those who
sorrow because their hard life is lived within a vale of tears. Such mourning is not
pathological, it is simply a recognition that all is vanity, as the writer of Ecclesiastes tells
us in his brief twelve-chapter treatise. This Beatitude proclaims that it will not always be

11 5ee the Lukan version of the Beatitudes in Luke 6:20-26.
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so. Grief will not have the final word, nor will mourning last forever. If we follow Christ,
our final state will be one of joy, not grief, and the mourning will give way to dancing
and to laughter (Psalm 30:11; Luke 6:21).

Christ’s disciples are also characterized as the meek. The English word “meek” is not a
happy word. It conjures up images of spinelessness, moral timidity, cringing
subservience, and pathological faint-heartedness. No sensible and responsible parent
would raise their child to be meek. Meek people are not psychologically healthy or able
to withstand the rigors of life. This is not, of course, what the Greek word used here
means. That word is praus, and it was the word used in the Septuagint Greek to describe
Moses in Numbers 12:3. One recalls that Moses suffered from none of the timidity or
cringing subservience usually associated with the English word “meek”. Moses stood
defiantly before Pharaoh, head of the world’s greatest power, and boldly demanded that
he let Israel go. Moses, after descending Mount Sinai with the Law of God in his hands,
discovered Israel indulging in an orgy of idolatry around a golden calf. He broke the
tablets of the Law, ground the golden calf to powder, threw it into the local water source
and made Israel drink it. He then called upon volunteers to slaughter the apostates (Num
32). This does not sound at all like pathological faint-heartedness.

The Greek word indicates self-control, and the word is used to describe wild animals
which have been tamed and domesticated so that they may be useful to man. A man
who is at the mercy of his passions (such as uncontrolled anger) is not praus; a man who
can control his impulses is. Christ is described as praus in Matthew 11:29. St. Paul
commends this characteristic as a fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:23; St. Peter praises a
praus and quiet spirit when found in wives in 1 Peter 3:4 as something very precious in
God’s sight. Perhaps a better translation might be “gentle”. In a rough and tumble
world, one might be tempted to push back aggressively, fearing that “nice guys finish
last.” But Christ bids us be gentle and promises that such gentle souls will inherit the
earth.

The next Beatitude commends the merciful. Long familiarity with our Lord’s words and
Christian teaching generally have desensitized us to how revolutionary this teaching
originally was. The world in the time of Jesus did not value mercy. Whatever rhetoric
might occasionally be used in grand speeches by the powerful, at the end of the day
mercy was equated with weakness. Rome could not afford to be seen as merciful.

This made Christ’s teaching even more astonishing (and politically dangerous) to ancient
ears, for He consistently counseled such mildness in a way that struck men as perverse
and criminally naive. If a person delivered a public insult to you by slapping you across
the face, you were to do nothing except offer him the other cheek for a second slap. If a
man sued you and took your shirt, you were to let him have your coat too, as a kind of
unforeseen gift. If a Roman soldier insisted on enforcing the letter of the law for those
occupying a country and compelled you to carry his pack one mile, you were to carry it
for another mile after that. For Christ’s disciples, the offering of mercy and forgiveness
for offences were not to be occasional acts of moral heroism, but a way of life.
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The disciple of Jesus must also be clean of heart (usually rendered as “pure of heart”).
The Greek word is katharos. The word katharos has a slightly different feel and nuance
than the Greek word for “pure” (agnos). The word atharos is used to describe the clean
water used in the Law’s rites of purification (Heb 10:22), the clean linen shroud in which
Christ was buried (Matt 27:59), and the clean state of those who have just bathed (John
13:10).

Our Lord’s words in this Beatitude have this concept of ritual cleanness as their
background and were intended as a polemical response to them. Christ Himself had little
time for the Pharisees’ obsessive concern with possible ritual contamination (Mark 7:5),
and He blamed them for combining such outward scrupulosity with blindness toward
the inner state of the soul. Like the hypocrites they were, they were careful to cleanse the
outside of the cup and the plate, while inside their souls were full of extortion and greed

(Matt 23:25).

In contrast to this disparity between outer ritual cleanness and inner spiritual filth, Christ
focused entirely upon the inner state. It was the clean of beart who would see God and be
able to truly approach him in worship. Approaching him in a state of ritual cleanness
while one’s heart was unclean was useless and worse than useless. If one cleansed one’s
heart of stain, one could confidently approach God. Indeed, the sight of him was
guaranteed.

In these Beatitudes, Christ also commended the peacemaker. In our modern culture, the
idea of a peacemaker inevitably conjures up pictures of a
third-party diplomat trying to reconcile warring groups. But
that is not the picture that would have been imagined by our
Lord’s original hearers in the first century. In that day, the
peacemaker pictured by our Lord was the aggrieved party
who strove for peace and forgiveness rather than for
retaliation for wrongs suffered and justice that was owed.

Third party diplomats were few and far between; most
quarrels involved only two combatants.

Making peace therefore involved offering forgiveness—or at least shelving the justice
owed to wrongs suffered. The peacemaker of this Beatitude was the suffering party in a
quarrel who refused to prolong the quarrel, and who preferred peace and reconciliation
to justice. In a world in which forgiveness was rarely considered, such an irenic and
forgiving spirit was hardly ever seen. In most quarrels and wars, the victorious crushed
their foe and pressed their advantage; the vanquished pulled from the wreck whatever
they could and hoped that the day would come when they could take their revenge. In
this Beatitude, Christ undercuts such miserable moral mathematics and such dubious
diplomacy, and bids both parties of the quarrel to stand down.

Christ also commends his disciples when they were persecuted for righteousness’ sake.
This Beatitude overflows into the next one: “Blessed are you when men revile you and
persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely for My sake. Rejoice and be
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glad, for great is your reward in heaven.” The term righteousness is a kind of theological
code for God’s work through Jesus of Nazareth. The term righteousness denotes God’s
faithfulness to his covenant promises, his reliable fulfilling of what He had said through
his prophets that He would do to restore his people. Christians believe that God fulfilled
his prophetic promises through the life and work of Jesus the Messiah, so that through
him God fulfilled all righteousness and kept his promises to his people. Therefore, those
who were persecuted for righteousness’ sake were those who were persecuted for their
faith and discipleship to Jesus. Living eschatologically and with a different spirit than
everyone else lives will inevitably bring down upon oneself hostility and persecution.
Christ bids his disciples to be strong, to be calm, and to carry on.

The Christian Life: Living in the Resurrection with the Saints

The salvation which Christ brings consists of our experience in this age of the new aecon
with all its powers. This means that Christians participate even now in the power of
Christ’s Resurrection as the pledge of their own. Because Christ rose from the dead and
trampled down death by death, we can look forward to the coming resurrection with joy,
for we already partake of that future reality.

This truth can be obscured if Christian faith is seen as a series of laws and obligations
rather than as our union with Christ. In the early Church, Christians knew themselves to
be already in possession of the new and eternal life. As Schmemann wrote,

The Eucharist is the actualization of the new aeon within the old, the presence and
manifestation in this age of the Kingdom of the Age to Come. The Eucharist is the
parousia, the presence and manifestation of Christ. By participating in his Supper,
Christians receive into themselves his Life and his Kingdom i.e., the New Life and the
New Aeon."

This explains the prominence of Christ’s Resurrection in the Church. The icon of the
Resurrection of Christ stands at the eastern end of the church building, which is the
intended focus of the entire praying assembly. The name “Sunday” is in Greek “the
Lotd’s Day” (kyriaki) and is thematically devoted to the Resurrection;” Friday’s theme is
devoted to the cross. However, every day is filled with the power of the Resurrection; every
day is the Lord’s Day. Thus, Ignatius of Antioch wrote that Christians were those “living
in accordance with the Lord’s day,”"* and Origen wrote that “the perfect
Christian...dwells always in the Lord’s day.”" In baptism, a Christian has died and been
raised with Christ, and now lives by the power of his Resurrection. The weekly
commemoration of Christ’s Resurrection is not simply an historical remembrance of one

12 Alexander Schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
1966), Chapter 2.

13n fact, the Russian term for Sunday is “Resurrection” (Voskresenie/BockpeceHbe).

14 st. Ignatius of Antioch, Letter of Ignatius to the Magnesians, chapter 9.

15 Origen, Contra Celsum, chapter 8.
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event of his career. It is a celebration of the very nature of the Church and of our
salvation.

It is because the Church lives in the new acon and the power of the Resurrection that
she rejoices in her saints. Just as it is tragically possible to regard Christianity as a system
of law and rule-keeping by which we earn our salvation, so it is possible to regard the
saints as mediators by whom we draw near to God, and by whose prayers and relics we
are brought from a profane state to a state of sanctification. This was not the approach
of the early church. They rejoiced in martyrs and venerated them not because they
needed mediators to sanctify them, but because the martyrs were witnesses of their
already-accomplished salvation in Christ. In the early Church, therefore, the martyrs
were invoked along with all the departed Christians, since all the departed stood in the
presence of the glorified Lord. Schmemann again,

... the early church knew nothing of our distinction between canonized saints and ‘ordinary’
members of the Church. Holiness pertained to the Church and all those who constituted the
Church were holy because they were members of a holy people. The setting apart of the bodies of
the martyrs for special liturgical veneration was rooted not in any specific opposition of holy to
non-holy, but in the early Church’s faith that Christ was revealed in the martyr in a special
way, bearing witness through the martyr to his own power and victory over death. .. The body of
a mantyr was therefore a pledge of the final victory of Christ. .. [Later], the emphasis in the cult
of saints shifted from the sacramentally eschatological to the sanctifying and intercessory meaning
of veneration.”’

The Church therefore relies upon the prayers of the martyrs and heavenly saints as she
does upon the prayers of all her members. To quote Schmemann yet again,

The supplication ora pro nobis (Pray for us) in the graffiti of the catacombs was addressed to all
the faithful departed in the communion of the Church.”” The saints and martyrs stand at the
head of a body in which everyone supports everyone else, united in a fellowship of mutual prayer.
They are our exemplars, our inspiration, our teachers. Their stories and martyric exploits are
told and celebrated in the Church “for the training and preparation of those who will do so [i.e.,
fight in the contest] in the future.”

The Christian Life: The Psalter as Hymnbook

As the Church sojourns in this age, alive with the light of the Resurrection and the age to
come, it sings to God a hymn of praise. Despite the immense amount of hymnography
in the services of Vespers and Matins, the backbone of the Church’s hymnbook remains
the Psalter.

The Psalter entered the Church’s liturgical life from Judaism. Though there were always
non-psalmic compositions sung in the Church (compare St. Paul’s counsel to speak to

16 schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology, 186-7.
17 schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology, 187.
18 The Martyrdom of Polycarp, chapter 18.
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one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs in Ephesians 5:19), psalms have
predominated. The monastics were especially fond of the Psalms and made the
sequential chanting of the Psalms their main preoccupation. (Thus St. Augustine’s
remark that “love of psalmody gave birth to monasticism”).

When processions were held in the church (such as on “station days,” when the
congregation marched in slow procession through the town to the church where the
Liturgy was to be held), they sang psalms. (These later were incorporated into the Liturgy
as the first three antiphons). Psalms were also chanted in between the various lections in
church, so that the long periods of listening to the readings were broken up by the
people standing to sing the Psalms. Certain Psalms came to be used as characteristic of
certain services, such as Psalm 141 for Vespers (with its verse “Let the lifting up of my
hands be as an evening sacrifice), and Psalm 63 for Matins (with its verse “In the early
morning (orthros) 1 meditate upon You”). So
reflexive was the use of Psalms that one
might also say that hymnody in the church
meant psalmody.

Psalms occupied such an undisputed place 5,%0 %’0} : @
in the Church’s hymnbook that when non- %.é’/“%, /)’ﬁ/d; g ej\ \S\
. . <, = %y >
psalmic hymns first came to be used in d;“{o(?d‘o/n ré -, S C %
. . e 5 Cn (o e >
abundance in the Liturgy, many monks . LGt T o -

objected to it. For them, the hymns of the Church were unwelcome rivals to the Psalms.
But eventually the Church came to accept non-psalmic hymnody, and later, monks such
as those in the Studion monastery in Constantinople were in the forefront of their
composition.

Current Orthodox liturgical praxis represents a fusion of the cathedral rite used in the
cities and the monastic practice used in the deserts. Psalms are still chanted in sequence
in the services of Vespers and Matins, but they are incorporated into a structure replete
with hymns. The current system calls for the chanting of one kathisma'” each day during
Vespers and two kathismas during Matins each day so that the entire Psalter recited in
the Divine Office once per week.

The sequential chanting of the Psalter, though a staple of monastic piety, can be easily
done by anyone, regardless of whether the monastic system of daily chanting of
kathismas is used. One can, for example, chant a Psalm as part of one’s daily prayer rule
(though one might want to divide Psalm 119 according to the system of monastic
chanting, since it is very long).

The Psalter offers the Christian a comprehensive collection of prayers for all occasions,
moods, and situations. It includes prayers of thanksgiving, prayers for help, laments,

19 A kathisma (or “session”) is a division of the Psalter arranged for chanting. There are a total of twenty
kathismas (or more properly, “kathismata”) in the Psalter, and each kathisma is further divided into three stases
or antiphons.
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complaints, as well as a devotional recounting of Israel’s history for the lessons that can
be learned from it. The Psalter is rooted in Israel’s historical experience, with Jerusalem
as its capital and the surrounding Gentile nations representing a perennial threat. Many
Psalms exult in Jerusalem’s glorious destiny as the city protected by God and as the city
from which the Messianic king of David will rule over the nations. A devotional
Christian usage of the Psalter will therefore demand a transposition of various figures.

For example, the Davidic king reigning from Jerusalem may be understood typologically
by Christians as Jesus, the Son of David, ruling from heaven, with the earthly Zion
understood as the heavenly city of God (Heb 12:22-24). One’s enemies—whether
national or personal—may be understood as one’s spiritual foes, the demons (Eph 6:12).
The animal sacrifices may be understood as the Church’s spiritual Eucharistic sacrifice
and communion with God. With this transposition of reading from the Old Covenant to
the New, a Christian can easily make the Psalter his or her own prayer book, chanting its
psalms as prayer to God.

Conclusion

The wisdom of the Divine Liturgy is that in the beginning, the Antiphons present to the
Orthodox worshipper the essential truths about God and his Son; immediately after this,
we hear the words of Christ and the teaching of his apostles in the scripture readings.
Therefore, we are first reminded Who it is that we worship, and then instructs us on our
response—our marching orders. We hear of God’s “benefits” in the Antiphons, such as
healing, love, mercy, and justice, and are taught to therefore “Bless the Lord.” We are
told to rely only on God, and not men, for our salvation. We are taught who Jesus is and
what his place is in the world. We are asked to be meek, peaceful, and merciful children
of God, hungering and thirsting after righteousness. Then we receive the words of Christ
in the Gospel and of his apostles in the Epistle. In response to the glory and majesty of
the God we sing about, we are called to live, along with the saints, lives of prayer,
worship, and service, waiting for our redemption.
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Chapter 4
Worship

"O, come let ns worship and fall down before Christ...”

In the early centuries of the Church, the procession with the Gospel book into the altar
was the first movement of the Divine Liturgy. For a period, in Constantinople and in old
Rome, the bishop, the clergy, and the faithful would process to a church for Divine
Liturgy. Arriving at the church where the Liturgy was to be celebrated, the bishop, with
the Gospel, and clergy would process into the altar and the people into the nave singing
“O, come let us worship and fall down before Christ...” When the Gospel had been
placed on the altar and the people were gathered in the nave, worship began.

We no longer process to the church for the Liturgy, and the Little Entrance is no longer
at the very beginning of the Divine Liturgy, but occurs after the Great Litany, the 3
antiphons and the Little Litany. Nonetheless, the theological significance of the Little
Entrance remains. As the Gospel book is lifted up by the deacon before the royal doors
and the priest prays that the holy angels might accompany the faithful as they enter into
worship, we are reminded that “He who descended is also the One who ascended far
above all the heavens, that He might fill all things” (Eph 4:10). Christ, the Incarnate
God, has become our eternal High Priest, has entered the tabernacle not made by hands
and abides for us in the presence of God. “Christ, then, is the celebrant of the Liturgy in
which we participate when we come to Church. He brings us up into heaven with him so

21

that we may eat and drink with him — may feed on him — in his Kingdom.

But what does it mean, for us and for God, that we seek communion with Christ, that
we worship?

Worship

God and Worship

The most important thing one can say about worship is that God doesn’t need it. God is
the source of all life, beatitude, and joy, the One who is without beginning, who is
changeless, and who is never moved by necessity or need. We worship because we need
to worship, not because God needs it. God is self-sufficient; He doesn’t need anything.

Though this might be taken for granted by many now, it was not the way the ancients
thought. In the ancient Near East, for example, men lived with the gods in a kind of
symbiotic relationship—they took care of the gods’ needs, offering sacrifice and tending

! Hieromonk Herman (Majkrzak) in “The Little Entrance in History, Interpretation and Practice,” 21.
Academia.edu. Accessed 9/6/2022.

https://www.academia.edu/33404689/The Little Entrance in History Interpretation and Practice. The entire
paper is a well-written and clear explication of the Little Entrance for those who would like to learn more.
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their temples, and the gods in turn took care of them, blessing their crops, and giving
them prosperity and peace. Each needed the other. In fact, in the creation stories of the
ancient Near East, the gods created mankind to do the work they no longer wanted to
do. And in the ancient Epic of Gilgamesh (which contains the story of the Flood also
recounted in the Book of Genesis) it is said that when a sacrifice was finally offered
again after the Flood, the gods swarmed around it like flies, hungry because no sacrifices
were offered during the time of the Flood.

It was otherwise for the God worshipped by Israel and the Christians. The whole notion
that God needs our worship and our sacrifices is decisively and derisively dismissed in
such works as Psalm 50. In this Psalm, Yahweh?” speaks to his people and declares He
does not need their sacrificial animals: “For every beast of the forest is Mine, the cattle
on a thousand hills. If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and all that is in
it is Mine. Do I eat the flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats?”

Here God ridicules the idea that He is enriched by sacrifice or that He could need
anything from men. The rebuke is wry to the point of sarcasm: if God really wanted
meat, He would hardly wait to be served it by Israelite priests! What He really wants
from his people is not meat, but gratitude and righteous relationship: “Offer to God a
sacrifice of thanksgiving and call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you and
You shall glorify Me” (vs 14-15).

This demand for righteousness of life is all-important—so much so that if it is lacking,
God not only doesn’t need our worship, but more than that, He will not accept it. When
Israel practised injustice with the rich grinding the face of the poor, the prophetic rebuke
was stunning. God thundered to Israel,

What to Me is the multitude of your sacrifices? I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of he-goats. When
you come to appear before Me, who requires of you this trampling of My courts? Bring no more
vain offerings; incense is an abomination to Me. New moon and Sabbath and the calling of
assemblies—1I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly. Y onr new moons and your

appointed feasts My soul hates; they have become a burden to Me, I am weary of bearing them”
(Isa 1:11-14).

One could scarcely get further away from the concept of a divine-human symbiosis that
governed notions of religion in the pagan world. Worship is important not because God
needs it, but because we do.

Yet our worship must be the offering of a righteous life, a life itself offered in love to
God. If we withhold our love from God and turn our backs on him, if we walk in a way
He hates and live lives of unrighteousness, our worship is not acceptable to him. In
biblical thought, sacrificial worship and ethical living are inseparable, and the former

2 The name "Yahweh" is used by some to represent the Hebrew Tetragrammaton (meaning four letters) nint
(Yod Heh Vav Heh). It was considered blasphemous to utter the name of God; therefore, it was only written and
never spoken, resulting in the loss of the original pronunciation. It is more common in English-language bibles to
represent the Tetragrammaton with the term "Lorb" (capitalized).
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must flow from the latter. Otherwise, our sacrifices will be spurned as the offerings of
hypocrisy. They will not result in our drawing close to God and our union with him, but
in our condemnation.

This was the consistent message of the prophets:

Has Yabweh as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying Y abweb’s voice?
Behold, to obey is better than to sacrifice!” “Shall I come before Hinz with burnt offerings, with
calves a year old? He has showed you, O man, what is good: and what does Y abweb require of
you, but to do justice and to love loyalty, and to walk humbly with your God?” (1 Sam

15:22; Mic 6:6, 8).

To worship him truly we must first love him and show our love in humble obedience
and righteousness. Otherwise, our worship is a sham.

Man and Worship

Human beings were created to run on transcendence in the same way that cars were first
designed to run on gasoline. Pouring other liquids into the gas tank (such as lemonade),
while it might be cheaper than gasoline and thus tempting to use as a substitute, would
not work, because its use would be contrary to the way the car was designed to function.

To say that human beings were designed to live transcendently means that we were
created to be worshippers. This is one of the things which separates human beings from
the animals—animals do not worship as human beings do. That is not to say that
animals have no relationship with God. The psalmist tells us that the lions roar for their
prey, seeking their food from God (Psalm 104:21), but this relationship does not include
voluntary acts of worship, acts which can be given or withheld. Human beings, alone in
the visible creation, were created to offer free and voluntary worship to the Creator.

It is when human beings reach up to God in worship, gratitude, supplication, and love
that the rest of our lives can exist in harmony. We were created to be upwardly and
dynamically open to God, open to the constant infusion of his life within us,
participating in his power and energies. This happens when we turn to him in worship.
When we do not do this, He cannot pour his life into us, and we wither up and die.
Turning from God and refusing to worship results in our death—not because God will
kill us if we refuse to worship, but because it is only through worship that his life is
continuously given to us. A flower only lives when it is rooted in the soil and open to the
sun. If it pulled up its roots or refused the sunlight, it would wither and die. It is the
same with us.

This has always been the teaching of the Church. St. Augustine once wrote in his
Confessions that “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it
rests in you.”” Rather more recently Fr. Alexander Schmemann wrote in his For the Life of
the World that “All rational, spiritual, and other qualities of man, distinguishing him from

3 St. Augustine, Confessions, 1.1, see https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/110101.htm
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other creatures, have their focus and ultimate fulfillment in this capacity to bless God...

25 994

“Homo sapiens”, “homo faber” ...yes, but first of all, “homo adorans”.

This means that the refusal to put God in the center of our life by worshipping him can
only lead to inauthentic human life and ultimately, spiritual death. Man as homzo sapiens,
who puts the search for wisdom and knowledge at the center of his existence, man as
rationalist, cannot satisfy the human heart or lead to life. Man as homo faber, the builder,
the manufacturer, who puts the building of monuments, tools, technology at the center
of his existence, man as empire-builder, cannot satisfy. It is only when man knows
himself to be homo adorans, the
worshipper, the creature that finds
its freedom and joy in God, that
true peace and true life can be
found and the world experience
harmony.

It is because the human race has
turned from the living and true
God and, as a race, has refused to
worship him that troubles befall us.
Being created for transcendence,
we will worship something, even if not the true and living God. We will not live like the
animals, eating, breeding, and dying, worshipping nothing at all. If we refuse to worship
the living God, we will find other substitutes for him.

This is why St. Paul spoke at length about the fundamental problem in the Gentile world
being one of idolatry (e.g., Rom 1:18-23). Mankind is a race of idolaters, and therefore
we experience spiritual death. We refuse to worship the true God and exchange his glory
for the fading glory of something else, anything else, things that cannot save or give life.
That is the ultimate and true cause of the wars and the crime that constantly afflict our
planet. We are at war with the true God, and therefore are at war within ourselves and
with one another. Having refused to worship God, nothing else in our existence works
as it was designed to.

The idols currently worshipped in the secular West are not the physical idols worshipped
in the religious society of (say) ancient Rome—or present-day India. Whatever we
choose to make ultimate in our life is our idol, which is why St. Paul defined
covetousness as idolatry (Col 3:5). The most favoured idols worshipped in the secular
West today are wealth, health, and sexual pleasure. In the tradition of the Bible,
worshipping the true God involves renouncing and shunning all idols, and turning to
find our true life, peace, and joy in God alone.

That is, worshipping God involves constant repentance, and continually turning away
from the idols that lay claim to our affections and priorities and clinging to God as our

4 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1997), 15.
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only source of life. In this fallen world, false idols clamour for our attention and
devotion, and true spirituality consists of continually turning away from their siren call
and turning again and again to the true God. Man must worship this true and living God
if he is to find life and live in harmony with himself, with others, and with the world
around him. True worship is thus built upon the foundation of repentance and inner
vigilance.

Individual and Corporate Worship

Because human beings are social animals as well as individuals, worship has both
individual and corporate components. That is, one can worship God when alone, and
can also worship God as part of a group.

Personal Worship

Worship as an individual involves offering personal prayer. Christ stressed that such
prayer must studiously avoid being done for show, for the real purpose of exciting the
admiration of those who might be watching. For this reason, He said that rather than
pray one’s personal prayers in public under the watchful eye of those passing by, his
disciples should offer their personal prayers in privacy, far from the possibility of
watchful eyes and applauding hands. He instructed his disciples, “When you pray, go
into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret, and your
Father who sees in secret will reward you” (Matt 6:0).

The word here rendered “room” is the Greek zameion, and means not just any room but a
hidden, secret room, a storeroom in the inner recesses of the house. Christ was saying
that his disciples should take care not to be seen praying their personal prayers, lest they
earn the applause of others and thereby forfeit their reward from God.

The importance of such personal prayer may be gauged by the abundance of
prayerbooks containing such prayers, and the Church’s expectation that the pious
Orthodox Christian will pray both in the morning and the evening. Usually, such prayer
is offered at one’s icon corner, a place selected and dedicated to prayer, and containing
such things as one’s Bible, prayer rope, or other devotional aids. Reading the Scriptures
(including chanting the Psalms) usually accompanies such prayer as part of one’s
discipline and prayer rule.

Yet even when we are alone in our prayer corner, we are still members of Christ’s Body,
praying the “Oxur Father”, not the “my Father.” The prayers we use are taught us by the
Church, and we pray privately at home because we have first prayed as a body in Church.
That is why the prayerbooks for personal use consist of prayers gathered from the
corporate services of the Church. Both our private prayers and our corporate worship
constitute a single offering of our life to God.

Corporate Worship

Worship also includes corporate prayer as part of a larger group. In Israel, God
appointed set times for such corporate gatherings. Though one could come to the
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central shrine where the ark was situated and offer sacrifice any time, the Torah
mandated that all Israelite males must gather at the shrine three times a year, for the feast
of Passover, for the feast of harvest (or the Feast of Weeks/ Pentecost), and for the feast
of the ingathering (or the Feast of Booths; see Lev 23:14—17). These gatherings
foreshadowed the weekly gatherings of Christians on the Lord’s Day, when they would
gather together for the Eucharist as the Body of Christ.

The Hebrew term for a gathering or an assembly (for whatever purpose) is gahal
(compare its use in Num 22:4; Deut 9:10). It is translated in the Greek Septuagint as
ekklesia, (and in English often as “church”). The word ekklesia, however, doesn’t
necessarily imply the gathered community of Christians, or even a religious gathering at
all. In Acts 19:41 the term denotes a gathering for civil purposes, as when many angry
citizens gathered to protest the work of Paul in a kind of town-hall protest meeting.
When used of Christians (e.g., Rom 16:5) it refers to the assembling of all the Christians
at an agreed upon location for the purpose of prayer and (on Sunday) for the Eucharist.
A “church” is by definition “a gathering, an assembly”, the result of what happens after
people gather and assemble.

After becoming a convert to the Christian faith through baptism, one was expected to
gather with them for worship every Sunday, to
be present at the Lord’s assembly. The Lord
Jesus pledged his presence there among them,
even if the assembly consisted of a small group
of two or three people (Matt 18:20). It is this
presence of Christ that constitutes the essence
of the Church, and what makes a gathering of
Christians to be “church”.

From the earliest days, these Sunday gatherings consisted of listening to the apostolic
teaching, mutual sharing, breaking bread (i.e., the Eucharist), and the prayers (see Acts
2:33). By the end of the first century the eucharistic sharing of the Lord’s Body and
Blood had become detached from its original context as a full meal or supper, and was
held in the early morning, while fasting before the first meal of the day. It was later in the
day, after the workday had concluded, that the Christians were re-assemble for a love
feast, the agape meal.

The structure of the Eucharist was recorded by St. Justin Martyr in his first Apology
(chapters 65—67). Its main elements were,

1. the reading of the Scriptures

2. aninstruction explaining its meaning

3. intercessory prayers for all the world

4. the exchange of the kiss of peace among the Christians

5. the prayer over bread and wine
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6. the partaking of the bread and wine as the Body and Blood of Christ

Different groups of people had different assigned tasks in this gathering, with bishops
and deacons, for example, each having their distinct roles. In its essential form, this is
still the underlying structure of the Divine Liturgy to this day.

Weekly participation in this gathering defined a person as a part of the Christian people,
“the Church”. No one who deliberately and voluntarily absented himself or herself from
this gathering was considered a Christian. A Christian was defined, both by the Church
and (in the early days) by the Roman state as well, not as someone who believed certain
things about God or Christ, but as someone who joined in gathering for the Eucharist. A
Christian was, by definition, a worshipper, someone who gathered with other Christians
to worship Christ. That is why if someone betrayed the Christian faith through their
behaviour and was clearly no longer a disciple of Jesus, they were excommunicated—i.e.,
excluded from the eucharistic gathering.

The Christian was one who centered his entire existence upon Jesus Christ and lived to
worship him. This was done privately, whether at home or on the road, and in the
gathered assemblies of the Christians as God’s ekglesia. It was through this constant
worship of God that God poured his life and power into his redeemed creature, bringing
salvation and joy.

Worship: Spiritual and Physical

This worship had a physical component to it, since the worshipper is an amalgam of
flesh and spirit. If human beings were only spirit, like the angels, and consisted only of
mind and intellect, worship would have no bodily components, but would be the
bodiless adoration of the invisible God, a mind seeking the Mind. But in fact, humans
are amphibious. Just as amphibians live in both water and on land, so human beings live
both in the world of the physical senses and the world of the spirit. Therefore, our
worship partakes of both qualities, and is both spiritual and physical.

The spiritual component is the more obvious one to us moderns. Prayer and worship
mean not simply reciting syllables, which we may or may not understand. It involves the
understanding, the #7ous, the inner capacity for receptivity and relationship. At times the
Greek word nous is somewhat misleadingly translated as “mind”, giving the impression of
an entirely intellectual component. But the 7ous involves more than just the intellect. It
includes the interior ability to absorb and receive.

That is why worship must be conducted in a language which is understood, so that the
words uttered are expressions of the relationship between the worshipper and the Lord.
For this reason, St. Paul insisted that words openly spoken in an unknown tongue in the
congregation be interpreted and translated (see 1 Cor 14:13-19).

Ultimately our prayers are spiritual, the fruit of the Spirit within us, praying within and
causing us to cry out “Abbal Father!” (Rom 8:26—-27; Gal 4:6). They are not solely our
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own creation and work, but the combination of the Spirit’s work within and our own
yearning after God.

But our prayers and worship have a physical component to them as well, since what we
do with our bodies affects and souls and spirits also. We stand for prayer and worship,
though one can pray upon one’s knees or can prostrate if one’s prayer is fervent
(compare Matt 26:39; Acts 20:36). In prayer one usually lifts up one’s hands and eyes to
God (The gesture of clasped hands dates from feudal times and was the gesture of
offering fealty to one’s liege lord.)

Similarly, one can make deep bows from the waist (in Russian a pok/on) or even a
prostration as one offers prayers (as often done by monks as part of their prayer rule).
One also makes the Sign of the Cross at the conclusion of prayers which finish with a
mention of the Holy Trinity.

Such physical actions are bodily prayers, as one worships God with the body as well as
the mind. The whole person, the inner self and the outer self, is involved in lifting
oneself up to the Lord. It is this principle which is fully and savingly expressed in the
sacramental mysteries and rituals of the Church. The Church uses physical things such as
water, bread, wine, and oil, things made Spirit-bearing by the command and authority of
Christ, to produce spiritual results. Salvation involves sacraments because all life is
sacramental, consisting of physical things charged with spiritual significance and power.

The Liturgical Year
The Creation of the Church Calendar

The Church’s liturgical worship is spread throughout the year, finding expression in the
use of a calendar to regulate the observances of the Church’s feasts. This is because
Christian worship is corporate as well as private, and so if Christians will celebrate (for
example) Christ’s birth, they must first agree upon which date that celebration will take
place. If Christian worship were merely individual, then different individual Christians
might choose to celebrate Christ’s birth on differing days, with no loss. But since our
worship is corporate, a calendar becomes necessary if feast days and other special
occasions are to be kept.

At first there was no such thing as a liturgical year, and no specifically Christian calendar,
so that no calendar can claim apostolic provenance or authority. The apostles simply
mandated the gathering together of all the baptized in a weekly gabal or ekklesia. 1t was
on this day that all the Christians within a given locale (be it small hamlet or larger town)
would meet (ideally in one place) to hear the Word and offer the Eucharist. This
gathering anticipated the age to come and was the Christians’ weekly experience of the
power that would flood the world in that age to come. There was, in other words, an
eschatological dimension to the Christians’ sacramental gathering. This eschatological
gathering was the sole “Christian calendar” known to the apostles.

Very soon, however, martyrdoms began to multiply. The local church would treasure
and celebrate their local martyrs, meeting on the anniversary of his or her martyrdom to
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rehearse those glorious events and celebrate the Eucharist (ideally, over the grave of the
martyr). These annual celebrations of the martyred saints became the next layer of
celebrations added to the apostolic gatherings on Sunday. As the stories of the martyrs
became more widely known, the feast of the martyr might be celebrated not just by the
community in which the martyr had lived and died, but by other church communities as
well.

Around this time, in the second century, the Church began to also celebrate annually the
death and resurrection of Christ. Some churches (like those in Asia Minor) celebrated
this feast on the 14™ day of the month of Nisan,’ the day when Christ was crucified,
regardless of whether or not that day fell on a Sunday. Many other churches, such as
those of Rome, celebrated this feast always on a Sunday, regardless of whether that day
was the 14" of Nisan.

Such diversity of calendar and practice was not considered problematic by those such as
St. Irenaeus, who urged the bishop of Rome to relax and not break communion with
those who celebrated it on the 14" of Nisan as he was tempted to do.® But after the
Council of Nicaea in 325, such diversity was becoming pastorally problematic to the
perception of the Church’s unity in the eyes of the world, and a formula was agreed
upon: the feast of Pascha would be celebrated by all churches on the Sunday after the
first full moon after the spring equinox. Those insisting on the date of the 14™ of Nisan
(the so-called “Quartodecimans” or “fourteeners”) now had to conform or leave.

Soon other feasts were added, such as the feast of Epiphany—i.e., the “manifestation”
of Christ’s glory, seen at his birth, at his revelation to the Magi, at his baptism, and at his
miracle of turning water into wine. This feast was held on January 6. Eventually the West
decided to commemorate Christ’s birth on December 25, drawing the events of his birth
and the visit of the Magi away from its original feast in January to the new one in
December.

Feasts were added at different times and in different places. Eventually certain calendars
came into wide-spread use, so that today all the Orthodox world uses the same Church
calendar for feasts. This calendar contains a number of saints’ days, commemorating
various saints (usually one or more per day), and a number of feasts celebrating events in
the life of Christ and the life of Mary the Theotokos.

The Twelve Great Feasts

In Orthodoxy today, there are feasts of the Lord and feasts of the Theotokos.

The feasts of the Lord are: the Elevation of the Cross (commemorating the finding of
the true Cross in the fourth century), Nativity (celebrating his birth), Theophany

5 Using an ancient calendar system, the first day of Nisan was the day after the first new moon after the spring
equinox, corresponding, roughly to the end of March into April.

6 Thomas Hopko, The Orthodox Faith: Church History, Vol Ill, “The Quartodeciman Controversy.” Accessed
10/14/2022. https://www.oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/church-history/second-century/the-
quartodeciman-controversy
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(celebrating his baptism), Palm Sunday (celebrating his final entry into Jerusalem), the
Ascension (celebrating his glorification in heaven 40 days after his Resurrection),
Pentecost (celebrating his pouring out the Spirit upon his Church 50 days after his
Resurrection), and his Transfiguration.

The feasts of the Theotokos are: the Nativity of the Theotokos (celebrating her birth),
the Entrance (celebrating the first time she entered the Temple as a small child), the
Meeting (celebrating the encounter with Simeon and Anna in the after Jesus was born),
the Annunciation (celebrating the announcement of Gabriel to her that she was chosen
to be the mother of the Messiah), and the Dormition (celebrating her “falling asleep” in
death).

These feasts are twelve in total. There are other feasts as well, but these are especially
important to the Church’s liturgical life. A close reading will reveal that some of the
feasts are attached to the solar calendar (and therefore are celebrated on the same date
every year), while some are part of the Paschal cycle, which is dependent upon the date
of the full moon after the spring equinox.

The names and dates for the twelve great feasts are:
1. Theophany — January 6
2. Meeting — February 2
3. Annunciation — March 25
4. Palm Sunday — one week before Pascha
5. Ascension — 40 days after Pascha
6. Pentecost — 50 days after Pascha
7. Transfiguration — August 6
8. Dormition — August 15
9. Nativity of the Theotokos — September 8
10. Elevation of the Cross — September 14
11. Entrance of the Theotokos — November 21
12. Christmas — December 25

It will be noted that Pascha itself is not a part of the Twelve Great Feasts, since it is
considered too important to be one feast among many. Rather, it is regarded as the Feast
of Feasts, the source of everything else.

Fasting Periods

As well as the feasts, there are four fasting periods during the liturgical year:
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1. the Great Lent, beginning 40 days before Pascha, with a pre-Lenten series of
Sundays preceding it

2. the Fast of Sts. Peter and Paul (or the Apostle’s Fast), beginning a week after
Pentecost and ending with the feast of Peter and Paul on June 29

3. the Dormition fast, beginning August 1 and ending with the feast of the
Dormition on August 15

4. the Nativity fast (sometimes called “Advent”, a western liturgical term),
beginning November 15 and ending 40 days later with the feast of Christmas

The fasts are of varying strictness, with Great Lent being the strictest of all. They are also
of varying lengths: the Great Lenten fast is 40 days long, plus Holy Week after that; the
Nativity Fast is 40 days long; the Dormition fast is two weeks long; and the Apostle’s
fast is of varying length, dependent as it is upon the varying date of Pentecost (since the
date of Pentecost depends upon the date of Pascha which varies each year according to
the date of the full moon).

Regarding the Apostle’s Fast: after Pentecost there is a fast-free week when fasting is
disallowed, so that the Apostle’s Fast cannot begin until after that fast-free week is over.
But regardless of when the Apostle’s Fast begins, it must end with the Feast of the
Apostles Peter and Paul on June 29, which means that some years that fast is very long,
while other years it is very short. That is why most parishes offer a church calendar to
their faithful, so that such things can be easily learned. Experienced Orthodox, upon
receiving their new calendar in January, usually immediately look up the month of June
to see how long the Apostle’s fast is going to be that year!

The liturgical year therefore consists of an alternating series of fasting and feasting, the
former being a preparation for the latter.

Old Calendar and New Calendar

Often there is some confusion about the dates of the Church’s feasts due to the question
of Old vs. New Calendar. Many of those using the Old Calendar, for example, believe
that “Orthodox Christmas™ is on January 7, because that is the secular date on which
that feast is celebrated by those using the Old Calendar.

What is the Old Calendar? The Old Calendar was the secular calendar used in Europe
from the time of Julius Caesar (hence it is sometimes called the Julian calendar) until
fairly recently. Calendars are difficult things to work out precisely, since they require
knowledge of astronomy. The old Julian calendar was only a bit “off” in its astronomical
calculations, but with the passing of centuries it grew ever more “off” and inaccurate to
the point where it is now 13 days off. If not adjusted and corrected, eventually
December 25/ Christmas would be held in the spring or summer. People in society
agreed that changes to the calendar needed to be made.

The only people having the astronomical skill to make the changes and correct the
calendar were those of the universities of Europe. Eventually they produced a more
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accurate calendar. Since the universities did their work when Pope Gregory was ruling
the Roman Catholic Church and influencing the Catholic universities of Europe, the new
calendar was sometimes called the Gregorian calendar. One by one the countries of
Europe and beyond accepted the new revised calendar and used it for their daily life.

The question, of course, was what the Church should do with its own feasts. It was used
to celebrating Christmas (i.e., December 25) on what was now January 7. Now that the
calendar had been adjusted so that Christmas/ December 25 was now accurately found
at the end of December, should the Church adopt the secular calendar as the basis for its
own feasts? That is, should the Church cling to an old secular calendar that was
acknowledged to be no longer accurate as the basis for its own ordering of feasts? Or
should it use the new corrected calendar as the basis for its ordering of feasts?

In this question of “church calendar” it is important to realize that the Church’s concern
is with feasts, not with astronomy. Theologians lack the necessary skill to adjust a
calendar, and it is not their job. The Church’s job is to decree when it will celebrate (for
example) Christmas. It has decided that it will celebrate Christmas on December 25.
Determining exactly which day is December 25 is not the task of the Church, but of the
astronomers with the skill to produce accurate calendars.

In other words, the Church calendar is @ grid that it places over the secular calendar, to
decide which feast will be celebrated on which day. It is a confusion of tasks to suggest
that the Church’s job is to decide which calendar is more accurate; that is the job of the
astronomers.

The Church, in fact, never committed itself to a single secular calendar, but placed its
festal grid over whichever secular calendar was in use. No Council, for example,
mandated the use of the older Julian calendar, including the Council of Nicaea. That
Council simply said that all Christians should celebrate Pascha on the same date, and that
the formula for determining that date was that it should be on the first Sunday after the
full moon after the spring equinox.

Some churches use the Old Calendar (e.g., Russia, Ukraine, and Serbia), while others use
the New Calendar (e.g., Constantinople, Greece, and Antioch). This means that, for
example, Orthodox Christians in Greece celebrate Christmas/ December 25 on the
secular date of December 25, while the Orthodox in Russia celebrate Christmas/
December 25 on the secular date of January 7. Note: both groups know that Christmas
is celebrated on December 25. The disagreement centers upon exactly when it is
December 25. No Orthodox Church asserts that the date for Christmas is January 7.
And all Orthodox use the new Gregorian calendar in their secular lives, because that is
what society around them does.

It is important to remember that all of this concerns only the solar calendar, which
regulates the fixed days of celebration. Because of the importance of Pascha, for the sake
of unity, even the churches using the new Gregorian calendar still keep to old Julian
calculation for Pascha (i.e., the Julian date for the spring equinox), so that whatever
calendar is used to keep the feasts such as Christmas and Theophany, all Orthodox
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churches will keep the same Paschal cycle, using the same dates for Great Lent, Pascha,
and Pentecost. When the Holy Fire descends each year in Jerusalem on Holy Saturday,
this is the date used by all the Orthodox.

The question of which secular calendar is preferable and over which one the Church will
place its festal grid is one of comparatively minor significance. In the OCA, for example,
some congregations use the Old Calendar and some use the New, with no loss of love or

unity.

However, not all who use the Old Calendar agree that the question is of minor
significance. Some who use the Old Calendar regard use of the New Calendar as very
significant, indeed, in that they regard it as a form of compromise with the World,
motivated by extreme ecumenism (since we celebrate Christmas as the same date as the
western churches), and a sign of apostasy. These people are called “Old Calendarists”.
This can be a bit confusing, since not everyone using the Old Calendar is an “Old
Calendarist” who believes the use of the New Calendar is a sign of apostasy. The schism
between Old Calendarists and the rest of the Orthodox Church remains. Ultimately the
issue separating them is not about calendar itself, but about the Orthodox Church’s
relationships with those outside.

The Liturgical Week

Every day in the week has its own liturgical theme, some of them tied to the life of
Christ. Thus, Sunday focuses upon the theme of Christ’s Resurrection, while Friday
focuses upon the theme of his Cross. Saturday, the Sabbath, recalls the time when Christ
rested in the tomb, and so the theme for that day focuses upon the departed who rest in
the tombs.

The days and their respective themes are:

Sunday — the Resurrection of Christ

Monday — the angels

Tuesday — St. John the Forerunner

Wednesday — the passion of Christ/ His betrayal; also, the Theotokos
Thursday — the apostles and St. Nicholas

Friday — the Cross

Saturday — the departed and the martyrs

As in Judaism, the liturgical day begins with the previous evening, so that (for example)
Saturday evening Vespers focuses upon the resurrection of Christ, as do the services on
Sunday morning. Sunday evening, however, belongs liturgically to Monday, and so
focuses upon the angels, as do the services on Monday morning. (Fasting, one notes, is
ascetical, not liturgical, and is counted from midnight to midnight.)
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These themes are reflected in the liturgical hymns written for the days of the week,
especially for the services of Vespers and Matins found in the Octoechos, the book
containing the hymns for the eight tones.

The Liturgical Day

Each day, especially in monasteries, is punctuated by periodic prayer. The notion of
stopping to pray throughout the day is as old as the Didache (chapter 9) in the late first
century, which suggests that Christians stop and say the Our Father three times a day.
Eventually set services were produced, centering upon fixed units of three psalms.

In this system one could pray at the first hour of the day (6.00 a.m.) using the set psalms
and prayers; then again at the third hour of the day (9.00 a.m.) using different psalms and
prayers; then again at the sixth hour (noon), then again at the ninth hour (3.00 p.m.).
Vespers (from the Greek word meaning “evening”) would be prayed at sunset, and then
one would pray again before retiring (so-called “Compline”, from the Latin
“completorium”, the service which completed the day). Then after a sleep one would
arise in the wee hours of the morning to pray for a long time and chant Psalms. That
service is called “Matins”—i.e., the morning service.

In this system one stops to pray seven separate times, hearkening back to the Psalm
verse which says, “Seven times a day do I praise You” (Psalm 119:64). In its original
context, “seven times” was simply short-hand for “often and continually.” These
services are known as “the Hours” or “the Divine Office”.

In practice, because of the difficulty of stopping one’s
activities so often, the services are often gathered together
into two separate groups and prayed in the morning and

. in the evening. Thus, some monasteries meet in the

. morning, when they pray the Third and Sixth Hours and
then the Divine Liturgy, all without a break. Then they
meet again later in the afternoon, when they pray the
Ninth Hour, Vespers, Matins, and the First Hour.
Compline is prayed privately and separately by the

“ monastics in their cells.

Such a combination of different services into one longer service is done in parishes as
well at times of feasts. For example, at Christmas time, all the Hours are combined into
one service called “the Royal Hours”.

One does wonder a bit about the practice of combining the separate services into one
long service, given that the original purpose of the services was to punctuate the hours
of the day with prayer, stopping to pray every few hours, and sanctifying (for example)

7 Also known as The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, it is one of the earliest Church documents. The first 6
chapters are titled “The Two Ways: The Way of Life, and the Way of Death.” The second and third parts contain
instruction for the Eucharist, fasting, prayer, matters of church organization, apostles and teachers, prophets,
bishops, and deacons.
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the Sixth Hour of noon by praying at that time. Time cannot be sanctified in advance,
for that is what “time” means. The author of the Didache intended his readers to stop
three times throughout the day to say the Our Father and thus offer those various times
to God. Stopping only once to say the Our Father three times in a row would not have
served the same purpose. It is apparent, then, that practicality sometimes takes
precedence over principle. But it is a good thing to remember God as often as one can,
stopping to offer prayer. The Our Father, for example, is short enough to be said often
throughout the day. It is a very portable form of worship.

Conclusion

As God’s children, Christians draw their entire purpose and life from God. We know
that continuing to live means continuing to make worship the foundation of everything
else. In this life we strive to make all that we say and do an offering to him. As members
of His Church, as the royal priesthood, as the lynchpin of creation, we are called to be
the voice of all visible creation, giving thanks to God on behalf of all. As his priesthood,
we offer the world back to him, beginning with ourselves, as incorporated members of
the Body of Christ. Christ alone offers the full, true, and acceptable worship. It is
because we are in him, and are his Body, that our worship also partakes of that fullness,
that truth, and is accepted by the Father.
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Troparia and Kontakia are types of Orthodox hymns consisting of one or more stanzas
that are sung as the thematic hymn of the day, or for the life of the saint being honored.
Both are part of the daily divine services, and they change each day, depending on what
event or person is being commemorated. There is an historical difference between these
two types of hymns,' but on a practical level, the difference is the location in which they
appear in the service. The Troparion is chanted at the end of Vespers, where it serves as
the dismissal hymn, and at the beginning and the end of Matins. The Kontakion is
chanted in the middle of Matins, in the Canon. Both are sung in the Divine Liturgy
immediately following the Little Entrance.”

Troparia have a long history in the church. It is probably the
eatliest type of hymnography, other than the Psalms, dating from
the first century.” As early as the 5" century, there were already
collections of troparia, such as those described in the biography
of the Syrian monk and hermit Auxentios.* Kontakia were
originally verses from longer hymns that were in use in Syria by
the 6™ century. It is believed that Romanos the Melodist
introduced the kontakia into the Liturgy.

Each day of the church year has at least one, if not multiple,

troparia and kontakia. Generally, there are troparia and kontakia for the 12 major feast
days, plus Pascha, for the saint or saints of the day, and eight Resurrectional Troparia
according to the eight tones (octoechos).” Those of the feast days are often well-known
by the faithful. The most famous troparion is surely the joyous Paschal Troparion:
“Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down death by death, and upon those in the
tombs bestowing life.”

Each saint has his or her own troparion and kontakion. Troparion of the Theotokos are
called Theotokion, which are sung at almost every Orthodox service, not just at the
Divine Liturgy. Many Orthodox Christians know the troparion of their patron saint, and
each parish sings the tropar of their church’s patron saint at every Divine Liturgy. Since
the saints seem to be so important, and are honored in every Divine Liturgy, multiple

! The distinction between the troparia and kontakia is rooted in their different historical development. Kontakia
are a vestige of a longer hymn now called an “akathist”.

2 0n Sundays, it is possible that several troparia and kontakia are sung.

3 Elena Kolyada, “A Concise Glossary of the Genres of Eastern Orthodox Hymnography,” Journal of the
International Society for Orthodox Church Music, Vol. 4 (1), Section Ill: Miscellanea, 198-207.

4 Unfortunately, this early collection of troparia has not been preserved.

5 Octoechos means eight tones in Greek, and is a system used in Orthodox church music. Each week has one tone
for the services, and they are cycled through every eight weeks. Saying that a certain tone will be used indicates
that one of eight melodies will be used for a hymn, psalm, or verse.
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questions come to mind: how do we view the saints to whom we sing? What is their
place in the life of the ordinary Orthodox Christian? Why is it essential that we honor
them? Will we see them in the resurrection?

The Resurrection of Christ

The life and glory that the saints in heaven now enjoy are rooted in the Resurrection of
Christ, which was not a mere resuscitation (like that experienced by Lazarus, who
eventually died again), but a passage to immortal life. Through his death and
resurrection, Christ trampled down death through the power of the Father, which resides
in him as the only begotten Son. He is therefore the source of life and glory, and through
our baptismal union with him, that life-giving power now flows into us as well, so that
we now share his resurrected life (Rom 6:4, 8:11). That is why St. Paul declared that
Christ has abolished death and brought life and immortality to light (2 Tim 1:10). The
saints—that is, all baptized Christians who live out their faith in Christ—share Christ’s
resurrection glory (Rom 8:30, 2 Cor 3:18).

The Resurrection of Christ is the foundation of our faith, which is why the Icon of the
Resurrection® adorns the far east wall of every Orthodox church. When we stand in
church, our eyes focus upon His Resurrection and upon the life that flows from him.
That is why Christians do not fear death, for even now we share the immortal and
eternal life of Christ, so that our death will not mean our destruction, but merely our
stepping closer to Christ (2 Cor 5:8, Phil 1:23). Because Christ shares His Resurrection
victory with us, we now live in a death-free zone.

We find this emphasis on the Resurrection in our hymns as well as our icons. Every
Sunday commemorates the Resurrection of Christ in the weekly hymnic cycle,” and the
troparia and kontakia hymns sung on that day concern Christ’s Resurrection. Yet the
resurrected glory of Christ is not his alone; He shares it with all his people. That is the
reason the saints live in heavenly glory. It is also the reason we can speak to them.
Because we are one with Christ, we are also one with everyone else who is one with him.
Death cannot separate us from him, and so it cannot separate us from one another
either, for Christ has abolished death. This unity of all the Christians with one another in
the risen Christ is what is meant by the term “the communion of saints.”

Who are the Saints?

The term “saint” is a translation of the Greek agios, meaning “holy one.” Strictly
speaking, only God is holy, which is why one of his titles in the Bible is “the Holy One”
(Isa 1:4; 2 Kings 19:22; Psalm 71:22). Yet God shares his holiness with others, so that
the angels are also called “holy ones” (Zech 14:5). And, more astonishingly, He shares
his holiness with us sinners as well, so that we Christians are also his holy ones or saints.

5 Or, more precisely, of Christ’s “harrowing of Hades.”
7 Just as every Monday commemorates the angels, every Tuesday St. John the Baptist, and every Friday the Cross.
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Thus St. Paul referred to the Christians of Rome as saints (Rom 1:7) as well as the
Christians of Corinth (1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1), of Ephesus (Eph 1:1), of Philippi (Phil 1:1),
and of Colossae (Col 1:1). The Orthodox Church continues this practice at each
celebration of the Liturgy when the priest summons the faithful to partake of the holy
Body and Blood of Christ by saying, “The holy things are for the holy!” In saying this,
the priest is not summoning to Communion only those present who have been especially
well-behaved during the previous week, but all the members present.” Because they are
holy, they are summoned to come forward and partake of the holy Gifts. Yet even here,
the Church does not forget that this holiness is a gift from Christ, for the faithful reply
to this summons, “One is holy, one is the Lord—]Jesus Christ—to the glory of God the
Father!”—that is, only one, the Lord Jesus, is truly holy in Himself, and our own
holiness comes solely from him.

Therefore, all devout baptized Christians are saints, partakers of the Lord’s gift of
holiness, and on a journey to the Kingdom of God. Yet some Christians manifest
holiness in a particularly extraordinary way, so that they can be examples for the rest of
us. It is these Christians that the Church refers to by the official title “Saint”. Put
differently, all devout Christians are holy, but some of them have been chosen by the
Church to be exemplars worthy of universal attention and imitation.

Saints with a capital “S”

There is immense variety inherent in holiness, so different saints were canonized for
varied reasons. Some (like St. Cyril of Alexandria) were canonized for their theological
acumen and courage in proclaiming the truth in the face of error. Others (like St.
Seraphim of Sarov) were canonized for their quality of life and the intensity of their
prayer. Others still (like St. Constantine the Great), were canonized out of gratitude for
their help to the Church and their vision of the future. Not all shared the same degree of
theological acuity, or the same peaceful and loving spirit. But all had something worthy
of admiration and imitation, and so all eventually found a place in the Church’s calendar.

Local Saints

The process whereby certain Christians are chosen by the Church to become “Saints”
(with a capital “S”) is known as glorification or canonization. The process has varied
over time. Sanctity is self-authenticating, so that people know true holiness when they
experience it. For this reason, the saints of the earliest days of the Church did not need
to undergo an “official” process of ecclesiastical investigation and canonization. The
Church knew that Peter, Paul, and the other apostles were Saints without any such
process.

It was the same for the saints who died for their faith. The celebrations of their deaths
were local affairs, with usually only the local church commemorating the martyrdom of
their members. Thus, the Church in Smyrna would keep the feast of the martyrdom of

8 In the early church, all non-communicants such as the catechumens were dismissed after the first part of the
Divine Liturgy, so that only communicants were present for Holy Communion.
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their bishop Polycarp (d. 155 A.D.), while the Church in Thessalonica would not
necessarily do so. Rather, the Thessalonians kept the feasts of their own local martyrs.

Thus, in the earliest years of the Church’s life, there was no single universal calendar.
Rather, each church kept the common calendar, containing feasts such as Pascha and
Pentecost, and added to it local variations for their own martyrs. Often the Christians of
the local church would meet at the grave of their martyrs to read the story of their final
contest and to celebrate the Eucharist over their relics. The holiness of the martyrs, in
particular, and their status as those who dwelt with Christ in heaven, were never in
doubt, so they were regarded as “capital ‘S’ saints” as soon as they were martyred.

Universal Veneration of Local Saints

Eventually, as the Church’s rise to Byzantine power necessitated greater cooperation and
coordination between the local churches, the feast of one local church’s martyr would be
celebrated in neighbouring churches as well, so that the cult of a local martyr grew and
spread to other churches and locations. Regular meetings of bishops in a particular
region helped to bring about this coordination. The creation of a universal calendar of
saints and church feasts (including a universally agreed upon date for celebrating
Pascha’) became pastorally necessary, so if one church celebrated its martyt’s feast, other

churches would as well.

The process of canonization then
became more formal. To canonize
someone, the bishops of an
autocephalous church meet in
synod to agree upon the
canonization of a saint and to put
the Church’s seal on their already-
existing veneration. In doing this,
the bishops are not “making” the
person a saint, but simply
recognizing their sanctity and
declaring to their faithful that this
person is indeed holy, is in heaven, is worthy of imitation, and that their prayers can be
invoked liturgically. The saint then officially has his or her own feast day, liturgical
prayers dedicated to him or her'’; and can be the subject on an icon." The bishops,
therefore, in their act of canonization, simply respond to the groundswell of support and
devotion already present among the faithful.

These acts of canonization are still local in character in that it is the task of the synod of
bishops of an autocephalous church to undertake such canonization—usually the

% Some local churches in Asia preferred to celebrate Pascha always on the 14t of Nisan, which did not always fall
on a Sunday.

10 Including their own troparion, kontakion, verses for the “Lord | call,” for the canon of Matins, and the Praises.
111t is probable that icons of certain saints had informally appeared before the official canonization.
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bishops who have possession of the saint’s relics. Thus, for example, St. Herman of
Alaska, although he was Russian and part of the Russian Church, was canonized by the
autocephalous Orthodox Church in America because it was this autocephalous church
which possessed his relics in Alaska. On the other hand, the canonization of St. Patriarch
Tikhon, although he was the first bishop of the American diocese (later The Orthodox
Church in America), was canonized by the Russian Church because he was in Russia
when he died. Thus, the Russian Church retained possession of his relics.

The decrees of one autocephalous church concerning its newly canonized saints do not
have canonical power outside of that church. The fact that Herman of Alaska is
recognized as a saint by the Orthodox Church in America cannot compel (for example)
the autocephalous Church of Greece to recognize him as a saint. To this degree, the
canonizations remain local affairs. But given the unity of the autocephalous churches,
the canonizations of one church are recognized by the others—not by force of canonical
law, but because in general, all the churches can recognize a saint when they see one.

How Do the Saints Help Us?

The intercession of the saints has been sought and invoked in the Church from almost
the very beginning of its history—i.e., from the time that the Church began to produce
martyrs, which happened very eatly indeed." It had always been the view in Israel (and
therefore in the Church) that those in heaven somehow can see what transpires on earth
and are praying for us.

Thus, for example, we read in 2 Maccabees 15:12f that the martyred high priest Onias
“was praying with outstretched hands for the whole body of the Jews.” Moreover, he
was joined in his intercession by a man “distinguished by his gray hair and dignity and
marvellous majesty and authority.” Onias revealed in the vision that “This is a man who
loves the brethren and prays much for the people and the holy city—]Jeremiah the
prophet of God.”

This view continued into New Testament times and lay behind our Lord’s words that
those in heaven rejoice over the repentance of a single sinner on earth (Luke 15:7)—for
how else could they know of the sinner’s repentance unless earth somehow lay open to
the gaze of those in heaven? The same view also undergirds the image found in Hebrews
12:1, which uses an athletic race to portray the Christian struggle. We on earth are
running the race of faith, cheered on by a “great cloud of witnesses” observing us from
the heavenly stands. We see also in the Book of Revelation" that the saints know what is
happening on earth while they are in heaven.

Therefore, the saints in heaven are not separated from us here, still strugeling on earth.
There are not two churches—the Church Triumphant (in heaven), and the Church

12 st. Ignatius of Antioch, for example, was martyred about 107 A.D., shortly after the death of the Apostle John.
13 Rev 6:9-11, 16:4-7.
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Militant (on earth). There is just one single Church, whose members share unity in Christ
and pray for one another. Therefore, in the Divine Liturgy we say,

We offer unto Thee this reasonable worship for those who have fallen asleep in the faith: ancestors,
fathers, patriarchs, prophets, apostles, preachers, evangelists, martyrs, confessors, ascetics, and every
righteous spirit made perfect in faith, especially for onr most, most pure, most blessed and glorious Lady
Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, for the holy, Prophet, Forerunner, and Baptist Jobn, the holy, glorious,
all-landable apostles, and all Thy saints, at whose supplication look down upon us, O God.

Intercession of the Saints

Our invocation of the saints’ prayers finds its context in this vast network of mutual love
and intercession. The saints are already praying for us because we are part of the Church.
Yet love is specific—as specific as friendship, and so as friendship grows between us and
a particular heavenly saint, we enjoy that saint’s particular intercession as well. We have
our own patron saint, on whose love and intercession we rely, just as we also rely upon
the love and prayers of our Christian friends on earth. But our heavenly friends, because
they are closer to Christ, have a more powerful prayer than our friends on earth. This is
why the Church has always invoked the prayers of its martyrs. If, for example, the
prayers of Polycarp for his flock in Smyrna had power while on earth, how much more
power will his prayers have now that he is in heaven close to the throne of God?

One sometimes hears that the saints in heaven do not provide any help for us except for
the help of intercession, and that they do not help and heal us themselves, but only pray
for Christ to heal us. It is doubtful if such a dichotomy can be sustained. For Christ sent
his apostles out to heal (Matt 10:8), and it is recorded that they did indeed heal the sick
(Mark 6:13). So, who healed those people—the apostles or Christ? Obviously, both! One
could say, “The apostles healed by the power of Christ” or one could equally well say,
“Christ healed through his apostles.”"*

The saints, then, do hear us and heal us, for it is Jesus Christ who heals through them.
Hymns to the saints (such as akathists) are all part of our ultimate praise to Jesus. We
love the saints because they are his friends, and we praise them for their help, because
this powerful help comes ultimately from Christ. And the saints themselves are the
works of Christ, the divine Author. That is why at the feasts of the saints we praise

P)

Christ by saying, “God is wonderful in his saints

The Place of the Theotokos in the Communion of Saints

Among the saints, Jesus’ mother Mary, called the Theotokos'" occupies a special place.
We see this in the Church’s anaphora, cited above: we pray for all the saints, but
“especially for our most holy, most pure, most blessed and glorious Lady Theotokos and
ever-virgin Mary.” At every Dismissal of the church’s services, we invoke the
intercession of the saints, but she stands at the head of the list, as the crown of the

1 That is why when Peter healed a man by the laying on of hands, he said to the person, “Jesus Christ heals you”
(Acts 9:34).
15 Theotokos is a Greek term meaning God-bearer or Birth-giver of God (Jesus).
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communion of saints. That is why we say, “May Christ our true God, #hrough the prayers of
his most pure Mother, of the holy, glorious and all-laudable apostles, of the holy and
righteous ancestors of God, Joachim and Anna and of all the saints have mercy upon us
and save us, for He is good and loves mankind.” We ask Christ to bless us through the
prayers “of all the saints,” but our first thought is of “his most pure Mother.”

The Theotokos, our pre-eminent Saint

The Church’s devotion to the Theotokos eclipses
its love for any of the other saints. Though she
remains firmly anchored in the communion of
the saints, in a sense she is in a category all by
herself. Her image is the only saint found in
every iconostas in every Orthodox Church,
where it occupies a place of honor next to the
icon of her Son. The Church sings her praises in
many ways. A cycle of feasts, comparable to
those of Christ, is found throughout the
Church’s calendar: the feast of her Nativity on
September 8, her Entrance into the Temple on
November 21, her Meeting with Saints Simeon
and Anna in the Temple on February 2, her
Annunciation on March 25, and her Dormition or falling asleep in death on August 15.
Specific prayers to the Theotokos are found in every Divine Liturgy, and in every
Vespers service. In any Orthodox prayer book, several prayers are offered to her in daily

morning and evening prayers. These all witness to her importance in the life of the
Orthodox Christian.

Our love for the Mother of God is based upon two things, which find expression in a
word uttered by her and her Son. First, we love her because she gave her assent to the
incarnation of the eternal Logos. Upon being told by the Archangel Gabriel that she had
been chosen to give birth in nine months to the Messiah by the power of the Holy Spirit,
she responded by agreeing to this, despite the personal cost to her reputation when it
was found she was pregnant out of wedlock. It was her assent, “Be it unto me according
to your word” (Luke 1:38) that allowed the divine Word to enter time and space through
her body, uniting human nature to Himself.

By her freely given assent, she became the anchor of our faith,'® and all that the Savior
later accomplished for our salvation was built upon her prior assent. Our gratitude to
Christ as our King and Savior also involves our grateful recognition of her part in the
divine plan of salvation. She became the bush which burned with the fire of divinity and
yet was not consumed (Ex 3:2). She became the living ark which contained the divine
presence (Ex 25:22).

18 |n the Vespers service, the Tone 1 verses on “Lord | call”

71

Notes



Notes

Essential Orthodox Christian Beliefs

This means that Mary is unique among all the other members of the Church and of the
communion of saints. Like all the other saints, she cries out, “My
Lord and my God!” But unlike all the other saints, and like
every mother, she also cries out, “My own child!” Alone of all
her sex, she gave birth to her Creator. The abundant outpouring
of hymnography praising her and celebrating this represents the
Church’s ongoing attempt to absorb that single astonishing fact.

Secondly, our love for the Theotokos is also based upon her
love for us. When He hung on the Cross, Christ saw both his
mother and his beloved disciple (i.e., his close friend John)
standing there together. He said to his mother, “Woman",
behold your son.” And then to John, “Behold your mother”
(John 19:26-27). Through these words Christ committed his
mother into the care of his close friend since she had no other children to look after her,

and from that hour, John took her into his own home.

These words have a deeper meaning: John the beloved disciple represents all the
disciples of Jesus, and in giving Mary into the care of John as his mother, He was
committing Mary into the care of His Church and thereby making her the mother of all
the faithful. Mary’s maternal love for her Son overflows into her love for all her Son’s
disciples. She loves us all for his sake, caring for us as a mother cares for her own
children, and praying for us. We love her therefore, because by her prayers and
intercession, she constantly proves herself to be our protector, our nourisher, the one
who rescues us from affliction, and who prays for our repentance and forgiveness when
we err and sin. That is why every Vespers and Matins service ends with the Church
invoking her rescue and help: “Most holy Theotokos, save us!”—i.e., rescue us out of all
our distress. As one of the entrance prayers says,

O blessed Theotokos, open the doors of compassion to us whose hope is in you, that we may not perish
but be delivered from adversity through yon, who are the salvation of the Christian people.

The Lives of the Saints

The hymns of the day which are sung at the Divine Liturgy usually include hymns to the
saints of the day (who are also commemorated by name at the final dismissal). One finds
the stories of the lives of these saints in a book called the Synaxarion, so-called because
the stories of the saints were read at a synaxis, an assembly when the monks came
together for Matins. The project of collecting stories of the saints began very early in the
Church. Simeon Metaphrastes began a compilation of saints’ lives in the tenth century,
and the project continued to develop after that. It is now contained in a collection of
books, usually twelve in number, one volume for every month of the year. Each volume
contains the stories of the saints who are commemorated that month.

17.0r, in more modern English, “Madam.” The term is not as rude as it might appear in English; but is a formal
form of address. Compare Luke 12:14, where Christ addresses someone as “man”—in modern English, “sir.”
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These stories offer a unique combination of history, sermon, and tradition, all mixed
together for a popular audience. In the words of the introduction to our present
Synaxarion written by Hieromonk Makarios of Simonos monastery of Mount Athos,
“The Synaxarion is like a great river, whose rushing
water carries along mud, stones, branches, and a
little of everything they have met with on their
way, regardless of its value, but whose stream is
life-giving.”"

No one should imagine that veneration of the
saints necessitates believing that St. George
fought with an actual dragon or that St. Simeon
was one of the translators of the Septuagint, still
alive when he met the Holy Family in the Temple

270 years later. The stories in the Synaxarion are
not offered merely as historical facts, but as a way
of glorifying a saint whom the people love, and of holding up their virtuous lives for
imitation. In the Byzantine hagiographical tradition, each story of the saint begins with
the title, “The Life and Conduct (in Greek, the bios and politeia) of Saint N.” Note that
with the latter word, politeia, the hagiographet’s concern is with how the saint lived in
such a way as to glorify God. He wrote not as an historian, but as a pastor, with the
sanctification of his readers as his main goal. The Synaxarion therefore serves two main
purposes: that of praising the saint (and thereby recognizing God’s grace and power in
his life), and that of offering an example to the faithful who read about his life.

First, reading the lives of the saints is our way of praising them, and thereby of
integrating them into our lives today. The saints are not simply figures in history with no
current relevance to our lives (like Julius Caesar or Napoleon), but fellow members of
our parish family. As we ask for their prayers, we nourish and maintain our connection
with them. St. John Chrysostom, for example, is not simply a bishop who lived a long
time ago in Antioch and Constantinople. He is our friend who loves us and prays for us,
whose writings we read, and whose liturgy we celebrate. Like all friends, he is a part of
our life. Without the readings from the Synaxarion, the saints would retreat from us into
the distant mists of history. And without the stories of the saints, the Church would have
fewer examples of righteous living. Moreover, our own lives would be all the poorer
without our friends who pray for us in heaven, cheering us on as part of the great cloud
of witnesses. Our hymns to them in the church services and the stories of their exploits
preserve a place for them in our hearts.

Second, the saints offer us examples of how we are to live. We need such examples of
heroism and sanctity. Christians need Christian exemplars, people to imitate who model
what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. In this way, we may consider the saints as

18 Hieromonk Makarios of Simonos Petra, The Synaxarion, Volume 1, trans. C. Hookway (Ormylia: Holy Convent of
the Annunciation of our Lady, 1998), xix.
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Christian celebrities—men and women who by their po/iteia reveal what is truly valuable
in life and how we should then live.

We see this approach to the saints as eatly as the Second Ecumenical Council of Nicaea
in 787 A.D., which set its seal on the restoration of icons in the church. A previous
iconoclastic council had declared that it was useless to paint icons of the saints.
Christians, they argued, did not need to see the fleshly faces of the saints; they merely
needed to imitate their virtues. In answer to this argument, the Second Council of Nicaea
replied,

We do not praise the saints, nor do we represent them in painting because we like their flesh.
Rather, in our desire to imitate their virtues, we re-tell their life stories in books and depict them
in iconography, even though they have little need to be praised by us in narratives or to be
depicted in icons. Yet, as we have said, we do this for our own benefit. For it is not only the
sufferings of the saints that are instructive for our salvation, but also this very writing of their
sufferings.”

According to this ancient approach to the saints’ lives, these stories have benefit for us
because they “are instructive for our salvation.” As we hear the stories of the saints’
exploits, their courage, serenity, wisdom, and holy defiance, we gain knowledge of how
we are to act when faced with similar challenges. What mattered to the saints was not
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” but “the Kingdom of God and His
righteousness” (Matt 6:33), and by taking the saints for our heroes, we also accept their

approach to what our life goals should be.

Icons of the Saints

Orthodoxy today is impossible to imagine without its icons. Indeed, the service
commemorating the restoration of icons in the Church is not called “the Triumph of
Iconography,” but “the Triumph of Orthodoxy.” One sees how apt the title is after
walking into Orthodox churches where the entirety of the interior walls is covered with
icons. The verbal image of Hebrews 12:1, about being surrounded by a great cloud of
witnesses, has become a visual image.

Church interiors were of course not always so adorned. But the Church has always
maintained a tradition of sacred art. One sometimes encounters the view that first
century Judaism was steadfastly opposed to images and was iconoclastic, and that
therefore apostolic Christianity inherited this Jewish antipathy to images. It is not so.
First century Judaism used images of some kind (witness the images of the synagogue
preserved in the Dura Europos synagogue in Syria™), and the church used images in its
funerary art. Given the church’s persecuted state in the first two hundred or so years of

19 Daniel J. Sahas, Icon and Logos (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986), 125-126.

20pc, Finney, The Invisible God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 100. “Before 1932, the complete absence
of figural art from pre-Byzantine Judaism was taken as a sign that the so-called normative form of this ancient
religion was strictly aniconic. Then came Dura. The discovery of the synagogue with its rich complement of
biblically inspired wall paintings forced a re-evaluation.”
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its existence and the comparative poverty of its members, it is not surprising that few
artistic artifacts should survive from that period. Art was expensive to produce, and
furthermore, Christians had every reason not to advertise their presence to the
persecuting state. Accordingly, much of its art was
symbolic, or at least capable of other interpretations:
in one image, for example, a pagan might see a
simple shepherd, while a Christian looking at the
same image would see the Good Shepherd, Christ.
Despite the paucity of evidence, what survives
confirms that Christians were never opposed to the
use of images.

This is hardly surprising, given that Christ Himself
was described by St. Paul in Colossians 1:15 as the
etkon, the image of the invisible God. In the
Incarnation, the invisible God whom no one had

seen or could see became visible in the man Jesus Christ (John 1:18). Thus, iconography
became one more way of proclaiming the good news of the incarnation. As the
kontakion for the first Sunday of Great Lent says,

No one could describe the Word of the Father, but when He took flesh from you, O Theotokos,
He accepted to be described, and restored the fallen image to its former state by uniting it to
divine beanty. We confess and proclaim onr salvation in word and images.

The journey from minimal adornment in the early church to our present rich adornment
of the Church temples was a long one, leading through the fires of the iconoclastic
revolt. The time leading up to the revolt provided those opposed to images with certain
ammunition, such as the action of St. Epiphanius when he became incensed upon seeing
a curtain in church bearing an image of Christ or a saint and indignantly tore it down.”
One hears of other later abuses as well. Icons were sometimes used as sponsors at
baptism, and some priests would rub off the paint from an icon and mix it with the Holy
Gifts for Communion. Other clergy would serve the Liturgy on an icon, rather than on
an actual altar.”” It was abuses of these kinds that provoked or at least furthered the
iconoclastic revolt, so that they threw out the iconic baby with the bathwater of iconic
abuse. Eventually, however, the older apostolic acceptance of Christian art prevailed, as
icons were restored to the church through the tireless work of their defenders and the
help coming from a sympathetic State.

The iconoclastic revolt did, however, provide a valuable service for the Church, in that it
led it to sustained theological thought regarding icons and the theology undergirding
them. For the Orthodox, icons are not simply decorations on walls. And they were not
simply visual stories, the “books of the illiterate,” though they did of course function in

2L st. Jerome, Letter 51.

22 Leonid Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1978), 128.

75

Notes



Notes

Essential Orthodox Christian Beliefs

that way too. Icons were sacred windows into heaven, portals to a higher reality, and
means of communing with the saints portrayed on them.

The principle here was that the veneration offered to an image passed to its prototype,
so that the veneration offered to (for example) an icon of St. Paul passed to St. Paul
himself. In kissing an icon of St. Paul, we are not venerating wood and paint, but the
apostle. But though this may sound a bit technical and difficult, it is a principle we see in
action around us all the time.

For example, when a soldier about to go into battle kissed a photo of his sweetheart
before leaving the trenches and going up over the top, he was not showing love for the
paper the image was on, but for his sweetheart. Other less happy examples can also be
found. When the Communists destroyed the churches of Russia by shooting out the eyes
of icons, throwing them down and trampling them, they were not showing their hatred
for artwork, but for Christ and his saints. The veneration (or in this case, the lack of it)
passed to its prototype.

Ultimately, the reason the Church has many icons on its walls is the same reason that
your grandmother has many photos on hers: love for family. Grandma’s house has many
photos of her husband, children, nephews, nieces, and grandchildren because these are
her family, and the human heart finds comfort in the sight of the faces it loves. It is the
same with the Church—the icons are not merely pictures of historical figures, but
members of our family in Christ, a family stretching back over centuries and around the
world. And the saints are not dead but alive, and through our prayerful connection with
their icons, they are active in our lives even now. The Church’s iconography is an
expression of its love for family and its determination to keep the saints we love in our
lives.

The Relics of the Saints

It is safe to say that the secular world which sometimes appreciates the Church’s icons
has little appreciation for its relics. Relics seem to form the line in the sand, separating
those animated by the spirit of the age from those animated by the tradition of the
Church.

Antipathy to relics goes back a long way. The “Thirty-nine Articles” of the Church of
England at the time of the Reformation declared, “The Romish Doctrine

concerning. .. Worshipping and Adoration, as well of Images as of Reliques, and also
invocation of Saints, is a fond thing vainly invented, and grounded upon no warranty of
Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of God.”* The Anglican Divines were of
course reacting to medieval Catholicism, but it is doubtful that their attitude to the
modern Orthodox Doctrine concerning the adoration of images and relics would have
been much different.

23 Article XXII. By “fond” was meant “foolish.”
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Those Protestants were not the only ones who found the veneration of relics repugnant.
This was the universal view of the ancients as well. Pagan Romans as well as Jews
regarded contact with the bones of the dead as defiling, and as bringing ritual
contamination. Touching a corpse or the bones of the dead rendered the person ritually
unclean and so temporarily unable to offer sacrifice or to take part in a religious rite.
That is why they took care to bury their dead outside the city, where the possibility of
such ritual contamination was minimized. This was not simply a theological opinion, but
a deeply felt visceral reaction.

This tradition reveals the great abyss separating paganism from early Christianity. The
pagans (and Jews) took great care to avoid contact with the remain