An Encyclical of Hope

OF THE HOLY SYNOD OF BISHOPS OF
THE ORTHODOX CHURCH IN AMERICA
AT THE CONCLUSION OF THE
YEAR OF OUR LORD



GREETING

o the Venerable Clergy, Monastics, and Faithful of

the Orthodox Church in America, cherished mem-
bers of the Body of Christ, called to be saints in this North
American land, sealed by the gift of the Holy Spirit, grace
to you and peace from God our Father and Jesus Christ
our Lord.

OPENING THANKSGIVING

Our dear brothers and sisters in Christ, we give thanks to
God for you! In a year of tribulations—a testing of our
faith, perseverance, and character—you have shown great
love to Christ in your willing obedience and unwavering
service to the Church. How can we convey to you the con-
cern each bishop has felt for his flock during these weeks
and months? God knows our prayers for you, and He has
sent us the consolation of your faithfulness and love.
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Not only to us, however, have you shown this love, but
also within your communities, in caring for one anoth-
er: within families, between households, among brother
clergy and circles of friends. Even beyond those closest to
you, you have responded to those in need: to those who
are homebound, or who have lost their homes, their live-
lihoods, and even their family members. Beloved, your
love and service are the light of Christ and the seeds of
the Kingdom. What hope we have obtained from these
manifestations of the Holy Spirit in your hearts! Hav-
ing received this consolation from you, we write now to
strengthen you, in case anyone is becoming weary. We do
not know what the coming year will bring, but we know
that Christ is in our midst—He is, and ever shall be! It is
precisely in these times of tribulation that we exclaim this
with greater conviction than ever. As St. Paul writes to the
Romans, “we also glory in tribulations, knowing that trib-
ulation produces perseverance; and perseverance, charac-
ter; and character, hope. Now hope does not disappoint,
because the love of God has been poured out in our hearts
by the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Rom 5:3-5). Let us
not be downcast by our tribulations, but take courage and
find in them our hope of the Resurrection.



Part One

OUR TROUBLED WORLD

Let us not be surprised, however, if hope is not what the
world feels when it looks back upon the year 2020 and into
the New Year of 2021. By many people, the year 2020 will be
remembered as one of calamity: the year of the covip-19
pandemic; of violence perpetrated upon the weak by the
strong; of civil unrest and rioting; of political polariza-
tion and turmoil; of fires, storms, and floods. In addition
to all of this, many of us grappled with personal tragedy
throughout the year, with the loss of loved ones, chronic
and acute illnesses, financial ruin, accidents, abuse, ad-
diction, and every other temptation and challenge. In the
New Year, these troubles may well continue, or new ones
may come.

Beloved in Christ, we see all of this as well. The Church
does not look away from pain, suffering, and death—not
our own, not that of our neighbor. But while those around
us may see suffering and death as evidence of meaning-
lessness and chaos, we acknowledge this pain as an ines-
capable element of our broken world. The brokenness of
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the natural world, of our minds and hearts, of our rela-
tionships, and of our societies—all of this stems from the
rebellion of human beings against God. Our attempts to
live without Him have separated us and our world from
the loving wholeness of life in the Holy Trinity.

THE TEMPTATION
OF FEAR

It is precisely when we attempt to live without God, when
we either forget Him or deliberately reject Him, that the
world and its brokenness overwhelm us. Without God, we
have everything to fear. We fear every possible loss, because
we have no power to restore that which we lose. We fear
pain, because we have no power to escape it, and we know
it leads to our death. We fear not only imminent threats,
but also those that we imagine, because we become unable
to distinguish the difference between the two. God warns
Israel of the consequences of rebellion, that for them, “the
sound of a shaking leaf shall chase them. Then they shall
flee as though fleeing from a battle, and shall fall when
no one pursues” (Lev 26:36). Fear confuses and bewilders
us, and it also further divides and isolates us: “Brother
shall disregard brother as in warfare, though no one is in
pursuit” (Lev 26:37). We turn on each other, in fact, as the
Midianite army destroyed itself at the shouting of the men
with Gideon (Judg 7:22).
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Brothers and sisters, such fear has manifested itself even
amongst the faithful. Can any of us claim to have surren-
dered all our fears to God? In the midst of our fears con-
cerning the pandemic, in particular, we have at times suc-
cumbed to divisive criticism and polemic, to doubts and
inner panic leading to anxiety, despondency, and despair.
The temptation of fear has been all the greater because
we have witnessed changes to our liturgical life that none
of us before imagined possible. In our fear, we may have
asked ourselves and one another whether the Church itself
has succumbed to the pandemic, whether its leaders have
capitulated to the demands of the world, whether we have
become paralyzed or lost our way.

THE
UNSHAKABLE
CHURCH

Beloved, all the measures taken by the Church during
the pandemic have been undertaken out of love for our
brothers and sisters. But the decisions about which mea-
sures to take and when to take them have not been easy
ones. We your bishops pray earnestly for the guidance of
the Holy Spirit at all times, and especially when faced with
such a complex, dynamic, and unknown circumstance
as the pandemic. All of our priests and deacons share in
this challenge, and equally desire to act as the Holy Spirit
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directs within each parish. We echo the words that Paul
wrote to the Colossians:

For I want you to know what a great conflict I have
for you, ...that [your] hearts may be encouraged, be-
ing knit together in love, and attaining to all riches of
the full assurance of understanding (Col 2:1-2).

Our concern has been for both the physical and spiritual
well-being of you, our cherished flock, and for our lands as
awhole. Our boat is being tossed on the waves of a surging
sea, but we know that Christ is in this boat with us; He has
not abandoned us, and we have not abandoned one iota
of our faith in Him. None of the protocols and precau-
tions—no mask, physical distancing requirement, or call
for hygiene—has stopped or can stop the Church from
her vocation of making Christ manifest in the world. Even
the drastic steps of temporarily suspending or curtailing
liturgical services were taken out of love, not fear: love of
those in particular peril from the virus, love for healthcare
workers overwhelmed with patients, love for those out-
side the Church for whom our cooperation was and is a
witness of Christian charity. These steps have required all
of us in the Church—bishops, clergy, monastics, and all
the faithful—to work harder than ever, and to sacrifice a
great deal. Yet we know that Christ, our Creator and Al-
mighty Lord, is our rock amid this storm (Lk 6:48), and
because our rock is unshakable, we have been willing to
lay down our normal life out of love, for “greater love has
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no man than this, that he lay down his life for his friends”
(Jn 15:13).

Along with this cooperation and concern for the weakest
among us, however, we must have no doubt that the holy
Body and Blood of our Lord is the source of our life. Our
liturgical life is indeed essential, and therefore will nev-
er be abandoned by the faithful. We must approach the
chalice without fear of disease, but with awe and reverence
in the presence of Christ’s immeasurable condescension.
The Church calls to us: “In the fear of God, with faith and
love, draw near!” Even if we must maintain physical dis-
tance from our brothers and sisters in Christ within the
temple, even if some of us cannot commune as frequent-
ly as we have in the past, we are united—bishops, clergy,
monastics, and the faithful—as members of the Lord’s
Body as we receive the Holy Gifts. Nothing can diminish
or overcome this Mystery.

The chalice which Christ offers us, dear faithful, is truly
an ineffable mystery: God transforms that which is per-
ishable into His imperishable self; the humblest elements
of the earth become the Holiest of Holies; Christ grants
us life by His death. Yet we must remember that only by
uniting ourselves to His death do we gain life in Him. In
the waters of baptism, and in every Divine Liturgy when
we approach the cup of Christ, we unite ourselves to the
way of the Cross. The way of the Cross means tribulation,
but—here is the great mystery, the great triumph, the
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great joyl—the tribulation leads to life in God. The Cross
and Resurrection at the heart of the Church give us new
eyes to see ourselves and the world in which we live. God
takes all that is broken and transforms it into the means
of uniting us to Himself: “If anyone desires to come after
Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow
Me” (Mt 16:24). Our crosses are precisely the troubles and
difficulties resulting from our broken world and broken
selves. Each difficulty is a means by which we may enter
into the Resurrection. “Behold, through the Cross, joy has
come into the world!” Beloved, we are surrounded not by
meaninglessness and chaos, but by opportunities to enter
ever more deeply into the life, love, and joy of God.
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Part Two

THROUGH BROKENNESS
INTO JOY

It is, of course, one thing to say that our trials and suffer-
ings are opportunities to enter into the love of God, and
another to live such a paradox moment by moment. At
times, our fear and grief may leave us angry and confused,
asking, “How can good possibly come of this?” But the
Lord has not left us the paradox of life from death as a
puzzle, like a Rubik’s Cube that only the very clever can
solve—no! Through the mystery of His Cross and Resur-
rection He has unlocked the door for us, and He Himself
shows us how to pursue this process of transformation, a
path that takes us through our brokenness into joy.

ACKNOWLEDGING OUR FEAR

First, we must not be ashamed to admit that we feel fear.
Christ has inspired the words of Holy Scripture that
abound with expressions of fear and anxiety, particularly
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in the psalms. At Vespers the Church cries out:

With my voice unto the Lord have I cried, with my
voice unto the Lord have I made supplication. [...]
When my spirit was fainting within me, then Thou
knewest my paths” (Ps 141).

At Compline, Matins, and in many moliebens or parak-
leses, we pray Psalm 142:

My spirit within me was despondent, within me, my
heart was troubled. [...] Quickly hear me, O Lord;
my spirit has fainted away.

The Six Psalms of Matins, in particular, give voice to our
experience of suffering and fear:

“O Lord, why are they multiplied that afflict me” (Ps
3)? “I am afflicted and humbled exceedingly, I have
roared from the groaning of my heart. [...] My heart
is troubled, my strength hath failed me; and the light
of mine eyes, even this is not with me” (Ps 37). “T am
counted with them that go down into the pit; T am
become as a man without help, free among the dead,
like the bodies of the slain that sleep in the grave,
whom Thou rememberest no more, and they are cut
off from Thy hand” (Ps 87).

In Psalm 87 we express our deepest fear: to become like
those whom God remembers no more, who are cut off
from His hand. We fear that God has forgotten us, that

12



AN ENCYCLICAL OF HOPE 2020

He has discarded us. We feel this fear because it is we who,
temporarily at least, forgot God. We forgot that we are His
creation and we are in His hands, and our self-imposed
separation from His life-giving presence has finally over-
whelmed us. When we realize our feelings of fear, anger,
anxiety or despondency, it is an opportunity to look at
ourselves and our relationship with God. Somehow our
hearts have strayed from Him; but through the tribula-
tions we are experiencing, God is calling us to return to
Him by embracing our own cross and resurrection.

ACCEPTING
GOD'S PROVIDENCE

The psalms themselves point the way for us from fear back
to God. They take us from the first step of admitting our
fear to the second step of submitting ourselves (again) to
God. Our admission of fear cannot be an expression of
anger: “I am suffering and afraid, God, and how dare You
permit this!” Rather, we release our fear by turning to the
Lord in humility and with trust in His goodness. We show
Him our wound and ask for His healing mercy: “Forsake
me not, O Lord my God, depart not from me. Be attentive
unto my help, O Lord of my salvation” (Ps 37). If we still
find rebellion in our hearts, then we humbly bring that
before the Lord, again and again.
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This attitude of admission and submission—or as we
more commonly call it, confession and repentance—
allows us to accept all of the difficult circumstances of our
life with gratitude. We need not pretend that such circum-
stances are good in themselves. Yet these collisions with
our broken world bring us to our senses. They show us
our separation from God and our utter powerlessness
without Him. The great Apostle Paul himself admits:

Concerning this thing [the thorn in the flesh],
I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might
depart from me. And He said to me, “My grace is
sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in
weakness.” Therefore most gladly I will rather boast
in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest
upon me. Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in
reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses,
for Christ’s sake. For when I am weak, then I am
strong (2 Cor 12:8-10).

God arranges for us precisely those tribulations that will
move us forward on our spiritual journey by showing us
our own weakness and God’s strength. If we open our
hearts to Him in honest confession and repentance, He
meets us in those tribulations with a grace and strength
we could not have imagined.

To those outside the Faith, the assertions that God arrang-
es tribulations and that we would “take pleasure in infir-
mities” and “glory in tribulations” may sound as though
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we seek to inflict harm on ourselves. Is God seeking ven-
geance on us for our sins? Are we seeking to expiate our
sins with pain? No, beloved in the Lord: God is our Fa-
ther, and He seeks to heal us. A cancer patient rejoices in
a surgery that excises the cancer. Does the surgery hurt?
Absolutely. The pain from the incisions may linger for a
long time. But each twinge or even stab of pain from those
wounds reminds the patient that the cancer in those plac-
es is gone. He can rejoice in the pain that renews his grat-
itude. God is not the source of tribulations—He created a
good world, and we are the ones who broke it—but in His
almighty providence He permits us to experience some of
the consequences of our rebellion in order to help us. The
Apostle Paul reminds us in the Epistle to the Hebrews,

Brethren, whom the Lord loves He chastens, and
scourges every son whom He receives. If you endure
chastening, God deals with you as with sons; for
what son is he whom the father chastens not? But if
you be without chastisement, whereof all are partak-
ers, then you are illegitimate children and not sons.
Furthermore, we have had fathers of our flesh who
corrected us, and we were not put to shame. Shall
we not far rather be in subjection unto the Father
of Spirits, and live? For they chastened us for a few
days as it pleased them, but He for our profit, that we
might be partakers of His holiness. For no chasten-
ing for the present seems to be joyous, but grievous;
nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of
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righteousness unto them that are exercised thereby.
Therefore, lift up the hands which hang down and
the feeble knees, and make straight paths for your
feet, lest that which is lame be turned out of the way,
but let it rather be healed (Heb 12:6-13).

God is our loving Father, Who knows precisely what trib-
ulations will ultimately be to our benefit. Although no
chastening seems joyous in the moment of tribulation,
we can rejoice in the assurance that God is knocking on
the door of our hearts (Rev 3:20); He is seeking us as the
Shepherd searches for the lost sheep (Lk 15:4). We can cry
out to Him in admission and submission, and find peace
and joy in that very act; peace and joy that will continue
to grow as we open our hearts more and more to the grace
of God. When we lift up our hands and fall to our knees,
when we make our paths straight by returning to Him,
He grants us “the peaceable fruit of righteousness,” peace
and joy.

Beloved, this is the process by which “we also glory in
tribulations, knowing that tribulation produces persever-
ance; and perseverance, character; and character, hope”
(Rom 5:3-4). Yes, we glory in our tribulations, knowing
that by the grace of God, they are working the transfor-
mation of our hearts! But this transformation takes time;
St. Paul does not write that tribulation immediately pro-
duces hope, but that “tribulation produces perseverance,
and perseverance, character, and character, hope.” Let us
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not be downcast at the prospect of a slow transformation,
but thankful for the Lord’s condescension in teaching us
so patiently, so tenderly. Parents and teachers, it is never
too early to begin this lesson with our children. We suf-
fer acutely when they suffer—the heart of the Theotokos
was pierced when her Son hung on the Cross—but our
greatest task is not to remove every tribulation from them
(which we are unable to do), but to teach them how to
accept difficulties with faith and perseverance that pro-
duce hope and joy. Our children depend upon us for this
example, and we will find that they will also teach and en-
courage us.

In addition to bringing our own fear and pain to God,
however, we may also find ourselves deeply troubled by
the suffering endured by others, particularly the deep
injustices and intense suffering experienced by entire
groups of people. Dearly beloved, in such circumstances
there are two things for us to remember: first, that God
loves those who are oppressed and suffer with innocence
more than we or they can comprehend, and He will not
abandon them; second, that in their suffering, He draws
them to Himself on the Cross, and prepares great glory for
them in the Resurrection. What is essential for us is to ask
how we can serve those who are suffering, and then to do
what the rich man in the gospel failed to do (Lk 16:29-31).
How can we help those in need? How can we help those
who are oppressed? Dear ones, you have already begun to
do this, so do not slacken your efforts! Peace and joy are
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to be found here, as well—not earned by our good works,
but bestowed upon the helpers and those who are being
helped, by the grace of God.

JOURNEYING
INTO GOD'S
KINGDOM

What is remarkable is that even while we endure shared
tribulations—the pandemic, political turmoil, civil strife,
disasters—each of us is on a unique, personal journey of
transformation in Christ, and these tribulations God has
arranged for each one of us in a personal, profound way.
On the other hand, while each of us has an entirely unique
life and journey, there are always companions near us who
have experienced something similar and understand our
pain. Each of us is unique, but none of us is alone. More-
over, we are all on the same path, we have the same voca-
tion and goal: life in Christ, through the Holy Spirit, by
the will of the Father.

Our beloved brothers and sisters, we do not know what
we will encounter in the coming year, but we know our
ultimate destination. May the Lord’s will be done in our
lives, that His Kingdom may come! If we can look back
on 2020—truly, a year of Our Lord—with confession, re-
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pentance, and thanksgiving, we can face the uncertainty
of the future with peace, joy, and hope. This task will not
always be easy; we are surrounded by temptations to live
in fear, isolation, division, and despair. But let us use the
tools God has given us to soften our hearts and open our
eyes! We can draw inspiration from the experience of so
many who testified that even in the face of so much, the
life of the Church continued: the faithful were baptized,
married, ordained, and buried. Missions were begun and
supported. Praise and thanksgiving to God never ceased.

Further, let us remember the Lord’s blessings far
more than we contemplate tribulations. Even when we
encounter very serious challenges, God gives us count-
less consolations, which we often take for granted! The
Akathist of Thanksgiving is a beautiful service written
from within a Soviet gulag, a place of intense darkness
and pain. The praise offered to the Lord therein reminds
us of all the beauty and love around us, even as we suf-
fer. We also have the Akathist to the Theotokos, Joy of All
Who Sorrow, bringing us to the feet of the Theotokos,
our mother. She who stood at the foot of the Cross and
whose heart was pierced also received the first tidings of
the Resurrection. She is given to us as a helper, consoler,
and protector, and with her, all the saints. The accounts of
their lives and their beautiful, inspired writings, help us
along our way and remind us to give thanks for all things.
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We have already considered the helpfulness of the psalms,
and these ancient songs make up the bulk of the services
of the Church. If you are at all able, go to your church for
services, whether indoor or outdoor; pray along with ser-
vices from our parishes and monasteries online; pray the
services of Vespers, Matins, or Compline in your home,
which is the Little Church. You will pray the psalms, and
the psalms will begin to pray inside of you. You will join
your voice to the voices of all the faithful, through all the
centuries and millennia.

Dear ones, let us also consider the prayer inside the secret
place of our hearts (Mt 6:6). It is not enough for us to go
to church once or twice a week. We must also have an in-
ner life of prayer, cultivated in quietness and stillness. Our
monastics work very deliberately at such prayer, but such
prayer is not only for them! Each of us can, in whatever
way suits the circumstances of our life, make time to “be
still, and know that I am God” (Ps 45:10). Meditation upon
Scripture is a precious gift to embrace during such quiet
time. St. John Chrysostom exhorted his flock again and
again to read the Scriptures zealously and to teach them
to children, for “great is the profit to be derived from the
sacred Scriptures and their assistance is sufficient for ev-
ery need” (Hom. 37 on John). Christ is the Word of God,
and He meets and speaks with us through the words of
Scripture as He spoke with the disciples on the road to
Emmaus (Lk 24:27).
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As we enrich our inner lives with quiet prayer and Scrip-
ture, when we participate in the services offered through
the Church, we will find that we approach the Holy Mys-
teries with a renewed sense of need. Let us run to con-
fession with our priests, and receive the Lord’s Body and
Blood with faith and love! He gives us Himself as food, so
that we may receive Him in our hearts and return to the
world to make Him incarnate here and now. Through all
these efforts, we will become whole; we will not have com-
partments of our life “at home,” “at church,” and “at work.”
All our life will become integrated as a seamless “living
sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God” (Rom 12:1). By these ef-
forts we obey Paul’s injunction that we “not be conformed
to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your
mind” (Rom 12:2). But this will be a gradual process: we
will not jump from struggles to sainthood in a week, a
month, or a year. What are the steps we can take right now,
however small? When we take even a tiny step towards
Christ, He runs to meet us as the Father ran to meet the
Prodigal Son (Lk 15:20)! He will send the Holy Spirit into
our hearts, nursing even a tiny spark into an ever-greater
flame. We must have perseverance, but Christ promises us
hope: “Now hope does not disappoint, because the love of
God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit
Who was given to us” (Rom 5:5).
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CONCLUSION

Beloved, we have just come through the Nativity season,
in which we celebrated the Birth in the Flesh of our Lord
Jesus Christ. God is with us! He condescends to us with
ineffable love, precisely so that He may take all the suffer-
ing of the world into Himself upon the Cross. He shares
our life, filled with tribulation, so that we may share in
His life. This is our hope! This is our joy! Because He is
with us, we need not be afraid. Our burdens are His bur-
dens; He will not remove them from us, but He makes us
able to bear them by dwelling within us. When Our Lord
and Savior lives in us, we can do all things through Him,
Who strengthens us (Phil 4:13). What were the words of
the Archangel to the Theotokos at the Annunciation (Lk
1:30)? “Do not be afraid.” What were the words of Gabriel
to Joseph the Betrothed in his dream (Mt 1:20), and the
exclamation of the angels to the shepherds in the fields
(Lk 2:10)? “Do not be afraid.” Christ Himself says to us, “In
this world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer;
I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

As we begin the New Year, the Year of Our Lord 2021, we
will celebrate the Feast of Theophany, in which Christ
descends into the chaotic waters and transforms them
into the waters of life. One of the prophecies read at the
Great Blessing of the Waters says, “Instead of the thorn
shall come up the cypress tree, and instead of the briar
shall come up the myrtle tree” (Is 55:13). Dear children of
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God, this is not a promise that God will remove tribula-
tion from our temporal lives. Rather, it is a promise that
God will transform the tribulation we encounter into the
means by which we enter the Kingdom. This is the way
of the Cross: a scandal and foolishness to many, but the
power of God to those of us who believe (I Cor 1:23). Thus
the briar becomes the myrtle; the tribulations become the
crosses we take up in order to follow Christ into the Res-
urrection. By His grace, no longer will they be heavy bur-
dens, but the light yoke for which we give thanks and by
which we enter into everlasting life.

Let us rejoice! Let us bear one another’s burdens, let us
give aid to those who are suffering or oppressed, let us not
judge one another. Pray for one another. Pray for us, your
bishops; we pray for you earnestly, with great tenderness.
You are our joy in the Lord, because Christ is manifest
among you! At Theophany, Christ sanctifies the waters
by which we receive the Holy Spirit; we receive His light
so that we may in turn shine forth as spiritual lights in
the world. This is our calling in 2021, and every day of
our lives: to enthrone Christ in our hearts, so that it is
no longer we who live, but Christ who lives in us (Gal
2:20). This is our hope, this is our joy! Let this be a year
of our renewal, a year we will remember as one in which
we received great grace. Remembering our membership
in the Body of Christ, the unshakable Church, let us “be
anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and sup-
plication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made
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known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses all
understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through
Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:6-7).

Amen.
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