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THE SPEECH OF 
His Beatitude JOHN X

AT THE ENTHRONEMENT 
OF HIS 

EMINENCE JOSEPH (ZEHLAOUI)
New York, 6 December 2014

“I address you 
with the peace of 
Christ. 
I address you with 
the word of the 
Word who lived 
among us. ‘My 
peace I leave to 
you, my peace 
I give to you’ 
(John 14:27). The 
enthronement 
of a bishop in 
the Church is the 
enthronement of 
peace and love in 
her midst. Now, 
the Church ex-
presses her full 
essence within a 
community 
governed with 
love. O Sayidna, 
JOSEPH, in the 
name of all your 
brothers in the 
Antiochian 
Orthodox Church, 
I address you 
personally.”
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a  father who has labored to raise a son, when he sees 
that his son justifies his hopes, as well as the hopes of 
his brothers and friends! In the same fashion, the heart 
of the holy Church of Antioch is glad today.” These 
were the words of our predecessor so long ago, when 
he was proud to see the efforts of that great man, St. 
RAPHAEL (Hawaweeny). Now, allow me to say, dear 
brothers and sisters, that the same words hold true 
today. They express the pride of the mother Church 
of Antioch on seeing the implanted tree, the Arch-
diocese of New York and All North America, flourish-
ing and bringing forth fruit. This tree came to flower 
with the divine grace in her pious men sent earlier: 
Raphael Hawaweeny, Victor Abou-Assali, Antonios 
Bashir,  Philip Saliba and now Joseph Zehlaoui, whose 
enthronement we celebrate.

I come to you from the Mariamite Church of Damascus, 
from the “strada recta,” “the street called Straight” 

(Acts 9:11). I come to you carrying in my heart the sym-
phony of love, steadiness and strong hope played by 
the bells of our churches in the East. I come to say that 
the historical territory of the Patriarchate of Antioch is 
not merely a symbolic aspect in our life. It is an essen-
tial part of our identity. This identity was baptized with 
Peter and Paul and immersed with the blood of the 
holy martyrs. This identity began with the first steps of 
those disciples called Christians in Antioch, continued 
with our ancestors who guarded their faith intact; and 
it continues on, and will continue on, despite all the 
tragedies taking place in our homeland. This identity 
is carved on the mountain of Lebanon and implanted 
in her coasts and valleys. This identity embraces the 
sunrise of Syria and the sunrise of the history of Syria. 
This identity comes from the neighborhood of Bethle-
hem. It comes from Christian Jerusalem. It pours forth 
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ere we stand now, before the throne of the church. 
This throne will be honored with your love, cov-
ered with your wisdom and graced with your ap-

ostolic Antiochian zeal. Bless this throne, be blessed with 
this throne through your sacrificial ministry, and bless the 
Church entrusted to your paternal care. Your predecessor, 
Metropolitan PHILIP of blessed memory, whom you know 
very well and whom we appreciate, had offered his life 
and consecrated it for the welfare of the Church. We are 
completely confident that Your Eminence shall be con-
tinuing the work of Metropolitan PHILIP in collaboration 
with the other bishops of the Archdiocese, to whom we 
send our cordial greetings. We also take the opportunity 
to mention the importance of the development of mis-

sionary, social, educational, monastic and cultural work 
through well-established centers in the Archdiocese. 

The Antiochian Church is the Church of the Word. She 
is the Church of the incarnated Word and of theology 
applied in life. This same Church extended her branches 
here in America and addressed herself to her sons and to 
the world with The WORD, beginning in the year 1904. All 
these facts affirm that Antioch is a word of truth.  Antioch 
is armed with the pacific word, the word of peace. This 
pacific word has an eastern identity. This eastern identity 
does not contradict the fact that the Antiochian faithful are 
spread out over all the world. The Antiochian church has a 
right and a duty, at all times and in all places, to take care 
of her sons wherever they exist and whenever necessary.

Over a century ago, our predecessor, Patriarch Meletius 
II, said this: “How greatly the heart of a man rejoices 
when, having planted a tree, he sees it grow, flourish 
and bring forth fruit! Or better, how glad is the heart of 

Your Eminence, Metropolitan JOSEPH, Brother hierarchs and 
beloved clergy, Your Excellencies, and beloved brothers and 
sisters in Christ,
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with waters of the Euphrates, the Jordan, the Nile and 
the Tigris, and with them, it gives life to the soil of Iraq, 
Egypt, Palestine and Jordan. 

We come to the United States to be enriched with 
the presence of our beloved community. Fifth and 
sixth-generation American, but still Antiochian, the 
Church of Antioch and the homeland of Antioch are 
in the heart of every single individual in the midst of 
the Eucharistic assembly. In this beloved community 
the borders of the countries of this homeland are dis-
solved in ardent love for each other and in prayer for 
peace in our beloved homeland. In this beloved Arch-
diocese evangelism realizes a full sense of the historic 
missionary  vocation of Antioch. This Archdiocese does 
not know any  difference between convert and cradle, 
but rather she truly acknowledges the chalice of love, 
in which everybody is a member of the glorifi ed Christ. 
Our people and clergy acknowledge and live their 
Christianity by maintaining a good and deep interre-
lationship, and a brotherhood with the other Christian 
confessions here present.

The East, the lighthouse of all the world, is wounded. 
Instead of peace, we hear the drums of war. Instead of 
a policy of extinguishing confl icts, we hear about sup-
porting a specifi c group of militants. Our appeal reach-
es out to all humanity. Let our people live! Let Syria 
live! Let Lebanon live! Let Iraq live! Let Jordan live! Let 
wounded Palestine be healed and let her live! Let Egypt 

live! Some say that the crisis in Syria has only a domestic 
character, that it is civil war. Nobody in the world, how-
ever, really believes that the apparent domestic charac-
ter of the crisis can hide the obvious foreign character 
of it. I will be more frank: our sons are killed with bombs 
sent from outside. Spare our sons from the brainwash-
ing of extreme ideologies. Let them see efforts to es-
tablish peace. They do not need ships of war, nor ships 
for transportation abroad. They need an olive branch 
and a will toward peace. Our sons are sick and tired of 
platitudes used as slogans. Our sons do not need lines 
of demarcation, but rather respect for the borders of 
their neighboring countries. Our children were born to 
know about the beauties of our East, not about terror-
ism. Takfi rism prevails; that is, the practice of condemn-
ing another man’s religion as falsehood or an infi delity. 
This attitude, coupled with blind religiosity, holds the 
day. Now, all the world can see what is happening in 
Syria and in all the East. The case of the kidnapped 
Metropolitans of Aleppo, YOUHANNA (Ibrahim) and 
Paul (Yazigi), along with many others, sets before us a 
clear scene of what is happening in our homeland. The 
international silence regarding this kidnapping is a pro-
found shame and wordlessly condemns those unwilling 
to see what is going on. Let the world see this concrete 
and real tragedy, as it truly is. Let the world see with 
eyes wide open, and not from the perspective of some 
special interest. When we think about the United States 
of America, we highlight the principle of self-determi-
nation adopted in this nation from its foundation. This 
principle, self-determination of all the peoples of this 
earth, is precious to us Antiochians. We pray, work and 
hope that this principle of respect for all human beings 
may be upheld everywhere.

Beloved brothers, I take the opportunity of this lovely 
assembly to thank His Eminence Metropolitan JOSEPH 
who gathered all of us here together. I express my pa-
ternal love to all our faithful in America and Canada. I 
greet all our brothers, the representatives of the sister 
churches. I bring you the warmest greetings and ardent 
prayers of your brothers in our homeland. May the mer-
ciful God bless your families and bless all of us, that we 
may abide evermore in a symphony of love and united 
in our support of our homelands, and the holy apos-
tolic Church of Antioch and All the East. Be confi dent, 
beloved, that your Mother Church is a pillar of strength 
for you and you are a strength for Her. May the Lord 
enable us to live in concord with each other always, 
to Whom be glory and power, now and ever and unto 
ages of ages. Amen.
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 THE ADDRESS OF

His Eminence 
Metropolitan 

JOSEPH

Metropolitan 
JOSEPH speaks at 

his enthronement as 
Archbishop of New 

York and Metropolitan 
of All North America, 

at the hands of our 
Father in Christ, His 
 Beatitude JOHN X, 
Patriarch of Antioch 

and All the East.

St Nicholas Antiochian 
 Orthodox Cathedral
Brooklyn, New York

Saturday, December 6, 2014

I shall use this staff

The speech of Patriarch JOHN X
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I shall use this staffI shall use this staff

Our Lord Jesus Christ, the “shepherd and bishop of 
our souls,” exercised His divine-human shepherding 
authority and, by the staff of His cross, “traced the 
sign” over the darkness of our death and blindness, 
just as Moses traced his staff over the Red Sea. Mo-
ses led them, “the army of the Lord,” through the di-
vided, threatening sea “as on dry land,” whereas our 
Lord Jesus Christ leads us over the turbulent sea of sin 
and death, the chaos of self-pursuits. With the staff of 
Christ, we are led into the Promised Land of the ever-
lasting and unwaning Light. This is the light of life and 
the heart’s desire of every human being.

You who witness these things, led by Our Father in 
Christ, His Beatitude, JOHN X; my brothers, the Met-
ropolitans of the Holy Synod and Bishops of Antioch; 
my brothers and fellow Bishops serving in this unit-
ed Antiochian Archdiocese who are united with me 
in heart, mind, vision, and every endeavor; and my 
brothers, our fellow Hierarchs of our sister Orthodox 
churches sharing this holy moment; my dear brothers 
and sisters who are children of Antioch; as well as all 
pious Christians; and distinguished state dignitaries; 
you all have joined together for prayer as we begin 
our work together.

What did St Nicholas do with the pastoral staff of 
Christ? He led the people God entrusted to him for-
ward to places they had never been. He encouraged 
them in their faint-heartedness, he disciplined them in 
their trespasses, he led them to the inheritance prom-
ised by the Lord. So it is with every pastor in Christ’s 
holy Church: he leads his people to places they have 
never been, for the sake of their salvation, their re-
freshment, their entry into the inheritance: “This glory 
shall be to all His saints.” Nobody can save himself, for 
“salvation comes from God.” It is the staff of the Lord, 
not of man! The apostolic authority is given to bring 
forgiveness, healing of soul and body, reconciliation, 
and human dignity. We here in North America enjoy 
so many material blessings, but are we truly free? Are 
we truly at peace with our neighbor? Do we respect 
the dignity and sacred personhood of every human 
being – or even of ourselves? 

I shall use this staff  in the name of 
the Lord! With His divine grace, and in my humble cry 
to the Lord, I make my heart’s appeal to the Master 
of all, that He grant me the power and grace to trace 
with His hand the sign of victory, the cross, over every 
place in our beloved American land.

I shall use this staff  entrusted to 
me today to promote the life of the Gospel in Ameri-
ca. The staff of the episcopate does not represent an 
authority disconnected from God’s mercy and love. I 
shall lean on this staff in order to listen to everyone and 
to lead us to work together in unity. I am not discon-
nected from you, my brother bishops – your wisdom 
and experience support me, as I support you! I am not 
disconnected from you, my beloved presbyters and 
deacons: St. Ignatius of Antioch said that the Church 
functions “in oneness of mind with the Bishop, along 
with the presbyters and deacons in council, serving 
and guiding the people of God.” The bishop can nev-
er be separated from the “presbyters... the council of 
God . . . as the band of the apostles.” When I listen 
to my priests, I take care to weigh every issue before 
I give any ruling. My hierarchical presidency functions 
in a concord of love.

I shall use this staff to proclaim 
the Gospel and to defend the sacred Canons of the 
Church, in concert with the Holy Synod of the holy 
and great Church of Antioch. I shall use this staff to 
raise up God-loving clergymen to exercise the pas-
torate in every city, town, and countryside throughout 
this land. I shall use this staff to lead the education of 
our clergy, our laity, and all seekers who thirst for the 
living waters. I shall use this staff to unify, to elevate 
and to dignify the liturgical order of our churches; 
to plant and to raise up monastic life; to establish 
educational institutions; and to fortify our youth by 
engaging them in every way.

I shall use this staff  to work with 
the trustees of this Archdiocese with full transparency 
and administrative integrity in all spiritual, fi nancial 
and business matters. We must in every detail be wor-
thy of the full trust of our faithful.

oday we commemorate our great father among 
the saints, Nicholas the Wonderworker of Myra, 
the patron of this holy Cathedral. How greatly 

loved he is throughout the Christian world! He is even 
honored in popular culture, as you well know. Let us 
focus for a moment on the Troparion for St. Nicholas: 

Thy works of justice did reveal Thee 
to Thy community as a canon of faith,
the likeness of humility 
and the teacher of abstinence,
O Thou Father and great Bishop Nicholas.

Wherefore, by humility,
thou didst achieve exaltation, 
and by Thy meekness wealth.

Intercede, therefore, 
intercede with Christ 
that He will save our souls.

Consider the beautiful words, “Thy works of justice 
did reveal thee to thy community as a canon of faith”: 
a canon of faith; a standard of how faith is lived and 
experienced. The pastoral staff carried by St. Nicholas 
in the holy Church of Myra in Lycia is the one pas-
toral staff of the Church; that given, in the words of 

the holy Apostle Peter, by the “Lord Jesus Christ, the 
chief pastor and bishop of our souls.” On this day we 
see the bestowal of this pastoral staff. Every hierarch 
receives the one staff of Christ, not many staffs. As St. 
Cyprian of Carthage said, episcopatum solidum est –
“the episcopate is all one.” So every faithful bishop 
demonstrates this one “canon of faith.” It is my task in 
the Lord to lead with the one staff of Christ. May I fi nd 
a measure of conformity in demonstrating this “canon 
of faith” in the ministry which I now begin to discharge 
with God’s help and mercy.

On this blessed occasion, with the bestowal of the 
apostolic staff of the grace of the arch-pastorate, we 
see a simple action. Our beloved Father in Christ, the 
successor to Ss. Peter & Paul, His Beatitude JOHN X 
says a profound, yet simple prayer of bestowal. His 
Beatitude, Patriarch JOHN, “Father of Fathers, Shep-
herd of Shepherds, Master of Masters, and Thirteenth 
of the Holy Apostles, our Father and Chief Shepherd,” 
bestows the pastoral staff to my unworthiness, to rule 
this God-protected Archdiocese of New York and All 
North America. The shepherding love of our God is 
manifest in this simple and deeply moving action.

The Word   98   January 2015

T

Metropolitan JOSEPH

photo by Rami G. Dahdal



I shall use this staffI shall use this staff

I shall use this staff to guide our 
Archdiocesan organizations in the fuller achievement 
of our goals in Christ’s service, for lifting up the human 
person-in-community in every way. My great prede-
cessors of thrice-blessed memory have laid an abiding 
foundation and built up many ministries and organiza-
tions. I implore the prayers of St. RAPHAEL, Metropol-
itan ANTONY, and our newly-departed Metropolitan 
PHILIP. May the Lord remember them in His kingdom! 

I shall use this staff  to build upon 
their legacy and to widen the scope of our mission to 
yet other sheep which are not yet of this fold. The pi-
ous and devoted ministry of all who serve is blessed by 
the Lord: the Fellowship of St. John, Teen SOYO, the 
Antiochian Women, the Order of St. Ignatius, and all 
our departments and fellow servants. By the Grace of 
God I shall lead and guide you with this staff to places 
of refreshment, to an oasis of living water where our 
ministry may thrive in and for the Lord.

I shall use this staff  to proclaim 
the Gospel to those among the leaders of our coun-
try who will listen. With my fellow Antiochian brother 
bishops, who share this pastoral staff, I shall not rest 
until our apostolic work is done – and the Lord Himself 
alone knows when that will be!

I shall use this staff to quell the 
schisms which affl ict the Church and to rid the Church 
of any factionalism. In the holy and great Church of 
Antioch, we know of no preferred ethnos or language, 
and no preferred human state. We have learned from 
the Apostles themselves the uniqueness of every hu-
man and cultural achievement. Through this apostolic 
staff, we proclaim the risen Lord who addresses each 
and every one by name! We know of no difference be-
tween those who were Orthodox from the cradle, and 
those who have come from outside the Church; we are 
all sons and daughters of God through adoption in the 
baptismal font.

I shall use this staff  to bring com-
fort to our suffering brothers and sisters in our Mother 
Countries, where for two thousand years we Antiochi-
ans lived side by side with other Christians and people 
of other faiths. We have lived, struggled, and cried 
out our simple prayer to God. We here in America will 
never be separated from our Mother Church, founded 
by Ss. Peter and Paul! We will use this staff to bring 

Christ to America, and America to Christ. With this 
staff we will comfort our suffering brothers and sisters 
abroad and stand with them. We accept this responsi-
bility, which we are eager to do in any way we can. We 
will not rest until human dignity is respected and true 
peace prevails.

Lastly, I shall use this staff
to bring the spiritual, ethical, and moral authority of 
the Church of Ss. Peter & Paul, “the fi rst to be called 
Christians,” to restore American society and culture 
as a whole. We of the holy Church of Antioch hold 
a special understanding of the diversity of North 
America. Antioch is even more diverse than America! 
In our ancient great city, we lived for centuries among 
those of other cultures. Roman, Greek, Arab, Aramaic/
Syriac, and Islamic peoples lived side by side, inform-
ing and supporting each other. From the beginning 
our Church has consisted of people from diverse cul-
tures. Over the centuries, we have lived together in 
relative harmony, with a few noteworthy exceptions. 
With our Christian conscience, Antiochian Orthodox 
have embraced those who are different from us. We 
considered “our neighbor as our life.” We bring this, 
our rich experience, to our lives here with all of the 
peoples of North America. We North Americans are a 
people who want to make a difference; who love our 
land, and our distinctive heritages. We are not content 
to be isolated on the world stage, but rather to be 
present and to make a difference for the good. With 
the guidance of the Church, and a full witness to her 
sacred and transfi guring teaching, Antiochian Ortho-
dox Christians have a vision and will incarnate it. In 
the past, we Orthodox have built many foundational 
organizations. This is good, but it is not the end-goal; 
it is only part of the process. Now we emphasize that 
the manifest glory of our Lord and God and Savior Je-
sus Christ urges us onwards toward new possibilities. 
I seek your cooperation in all the many facets of our 
pressing pastoral work to reconcile all North Ameri-
cans to God.

I commend you all to the grace of Our Lord and God 
and Savior Jesus Christ. With this staff I shall live with 
you and die with you, in order that we may all achieve 
the life that is true Life, Jesus Christ, to Whom be glo-
ry with His Father without beginning, and His all-holy, 
good and life-creating Spirit, now and ever, and unto 
ages of ages. Amen.
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When someone my age addresses a group of folks your age, you usually hear about how diffi cult 
your generation has it: too much technology, too much information, too much change; technology is 
to be your cross. In return, some of your generation fi nd it diffi cult to imagine how dinosaurs like me 
have been able to survive without instant information and constant communication. In some ways, 
we belong to different worlds, and dinosaurs ought not try to break into an age that has passed them 
by. For example, each of my three children, independently of each other, told me my smart phone 
was way too sophisticated for me and that I couldn’t learn how to use it. I was proud that I went to the 
phone store to pick it out by myself! Little did I know how to deal with something that came without 
instructions. Intuitive, they said at the store. It is user-friendly and you don’t need instructions. Intui-
tive for someone of a different world!

All this is to say that folks of my generation imagine 
your life to be more challenging and diffi cult than that 
of any generation before you. While some speakers 
will lament how diffi cult your lives are and will be, and 
your ministry to witness to a post-modern and post-
Christian world is and will be, I stand before you with 
great hope and trust. I would go so far as to say, en-
couraged. I am impressed and blessed to be with you 
today. You warm my heart.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt said, “To some generations, 
much is given. Of other generations, much is expect-
ed.” To my generation much was given, of your gen-

eration much is required. The lukewarm Christianity of 
my generation will not cut it for you and your cohorts. 
Lukewarm will not hold a parish together today. You 
expect and demand integrity and seriousness. Like 
God, your generation will spew the lukewarm out of 
your mouths. You want Christian leaders who live the 
life, follow the way, and know God. You will not settle 
with knowing about what the ancients said; you want 
and seek a relationship with God that comes out of 
encountering Him. Your parents’ generation wanted to 
know about God, and that did not really sustain them. 
You want to know God and you can, and you do.
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Bishop JOHN 
addressed the 2014 
One Conference, a 

Pan-Orthodox Youth 
Gathering  in 
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tures, spend time with Church fathers old and new, 
and commune with you.

To encounter God we gather to worship. Mankind 
is created to worship. We humans naturally develop 
rituals and constantly feel the need to stretch forth 
towards something or someone. If we are not wor-
shiping God, we are worshiping the flesh, passions, 
government, organizations, causes or intellect. Some 
of these are obvious, while others are so subtle they 
are difficult to discern. Notice, however, all the ritual 
of sporting events, public gatherings, gym proto-
cols and restaurant dining. We are creatures of ritual! 
Within these rituals we are able to commune with each 
other and corporately experience something greater 
than ourselves. When we gather as Church, God is 
our source and destiny. When we gather for sports or 
politics, our focus is something other than God. When 
our priorities are right, there is room for many other 
things, but when they replace God, we lose our very 
purpose for being.

Some imagine that we need a revolution. We need to 
overthrow our lukewarm local parish councils and pas-
tors and replace them with energetic, idealistic youth. 
(I acknowledge that I overstate things here.) Others will 
suggest that it is God who will lead the revolution and 
His ways are not always easy to discern. Some suggest 
that it is by way of persecution that God purges His 
Church and calls His children home to repentance. I 
am always reluctant to interpret current events as acts 
of God. God doesn’t check with me first before He 
acts or allows people to act. He has given everyone 
free will, and the cost of that free will is that people 
suffer the consequences of others’ actions. Neverthe-
less, it is arguable that since Constantine’s Edict of 
Milan, which decreed tolerance for Christianity in the 
fourth-century empire, persecution and intolerance of 
Christianity is currently at its highest level.

In America persecution is subtle, in the form of ridi-
cule by some so-called intellectuals and the sched-
uling of youth events during worship times, but in 
other places, dominated by the so-called “religion of 
peace,” persecution takes the form of church burn-
ings, desecrations, beheadings, crucifixions, ethnic 
purging, job discrimination, confiscation of homes 
and the like. Some of us have come to America, Aus-
tralia and Europe to escape this kind of persecution. 
Many of us are frustrated that the West seems not to 
care very much about the persecution of Christians. 
Some scholars suggest that in the West we avoid com-

plex issues. Democracy as majority rule, without basic, 
individual human rights and the protection of minor-
ity groups, confuses the principles of each, which we 
hold dear. Discussions of such issues don’t fit well in 
the presentation of the news in two-minute segments. 
Nonetheless, we Orthodox Christians have a duty to 
share the truth and call attention to the suffering of all 
innocent and persecuted people everywhere, includ-
ing our own.

One of the priests of my diocese, a son of the 70s, 
has mobilized the parish he serves to stand in solidarity 
with suffering Christians in the Middle East. He volun-
tarily painted a nuun, the one-letter symbol persecu-
tors use disparagingly for Christians, on the church. 
Nuun stands for Nasrani, the people of the Nazarene, 
Christ. When painted on a Church or building, the sym-
bol is a warning for Christians to leave the area. He 
then took a picture of the nuun and made postcards 
that church members display on their cars and homes. 
He made t-shirts with the nuun that gets me funny 
looks at the gym, but also invites discussion. This is a 
concrete way in which we can join those suffering per-
secution, as is holding up our persecuted brothers and 
sisters in prayer, corporately and privately. Standing to-
gether before God in prayer allows us to stand as one.

All power belongs to God. God is the creator of all 
things, even that to which He gives free will. He is the 
orderer of the universe, and nothing exists without 
Him. Pilate claimed power to crucify Christ. Jesus an-
swered in John 19, “Thou couldest have no power at 
all against me except it were given thee from above.” 
How could God give man power? He created man in 
His image and likeness and calls Him to share in His 
power as a priest or steward. Those to whom power 
is given will be judged on their stewardship or priest-
hood of that power. If your power is that of parent, 
judge or governor, your power is from above, and 
your judgment at the footstool of God will be about 
your stewardship.

We gather together today as Christians concerned 
with justice, truth and eternal life. We gather to  support 
one another as we witness to the Truth who is  Jesus, 
in the world and time in which God has placed us. 
We witness to a world which describes itself as post-
Christian and post-modern, a system, it is claimed, 
with little respect or need for truths or God. How do 
we witness to the God we know in such a world? How 
do we stand firm in our convictions and faith? How can 
we live and prosper in such conditions?

We encounter God as we encounter each other 
through our senses. Through our senses we see, hear, 
touch and smell. Through conversations we correct 
our perceptions and better understand each other. 
Through this work, and such work takes time and de-
liberate effort, we come to know each other. To know 
God, we come together and assemble as the Church 
which God established, and within which He lives. 
Here we challenge each other and share God with 
each other. We learn how God acts in the lives of those 
who hear His voice. We learn to pray; to talk and listen 
to God. We also learn from other Christians in Church 
how to live in Christian families. We learn how to main-
tain Christian relationships and how to discern God’s 
own action. We learn how to love and how to forgive.

Everyone grows up in a family that has its own chal-
lenges and history. That history determines how that 
family works. When a man and woman come together 

in marriage, a unique combination of 
traits and customs merge to create a 
unique family with unique challeng-
es. It is impossible for such a family 
to work, without some major learn-
ing of each other’s use of language 
and developed customs. Miscom-
munications are inevitable. To sur-
vive, we need to be open to learn, 
to be patient with each other, and 
to forgive. We need to learn to for-

give as Christ forgives. Christians sharing strategies in 
communicating and problem-solving in Christian ways 
are essential in meeting new challenges in changing 
times. Marriage is a community event, because the 
whole Christian community is needed to support us 
as we live in an ever-changing world. Christian mar-
riages, partnerships with Christ in the center, express 
the sharing of God-given life and bear witness to the 
Kingdom of God. They require more than the fallen 
world has to offer. Christian marriages require relation-
ships with God and people in which we deliberately 
seek God’s will.

Of course, this is not to say that one needs to be mar-
ried to be Christian. I do not accept the idea of some 
who teach that the only modes of Christian living are 
marriages or monasteries. We have a need to love as 
God loves, a need to sacrifice as God sacrificed, and a 
need to obey as Christ obeys, but I say that Christians 
in Church communities, no matter their state, can love, 
sacrifice and obey. Unmarried people not in monas-

teries can and do love God and His people. They do 
love, sacrifice, and obey God, as He reveals Himself 
through our Christian relationships and our Christian 
vocations. Such life, however, requires that we orga-
nize our local Church communities in such a way as to 
meet the needs of this time and place. Our parishes 
need to be more than fund-raising organizations that 
provide Sunday worship to God’s people. They need 
to be places where men and women work together 
with their clergy to encounter God and live within 
Him. As the parishes transition and change to meet 
the needs and challenges of our people, we need to 
be prophets. We need to be patient, loving servants 
who are instruments of change. Prophets know God’s 
will and witness to it. We need to work for the change 
and share our God-given prophetic vision honestly 
and lovingly. This transition will take a long time, but it 
is not all or nothing. As we work for this transition, we 
will be fed, our faith strengthened and our needs met.

Those with visions are blessed or cursed with pictures 
of how things could, would and should be. These 
pictures are called expectations. We adults are chal-
lenged to adjust our expectation of how we will feel or 
should feel in an ever-changing world. Our expecta-
tions, created in childhood, are dreams that now may 
sabotage our success, as reality rarely resembles vi-
sions. Other Orthodox Christians, sharing their walk 
with God and their feelings and interactions, help us 
adjust our expectations and navigate in our walk with 
God. I recall the episode of Leave It to Beaver in which 
Wally went to high school. I learned how it should feel 
to be grown up enough to go from junior high school 
for the big league. Imagine: with an AARP card in my 
pocket, I am still not feeling old enough to go to high 
school. I need other Christians to give me an idea 
of what is “normal” in my experiences, and to help 
me understand what is just craziness taught by Hol-
lywood, and what is real. So, too, other Christians can 
help me understand what the ascetic life looks and 
feels like in this time, and what reasonable and un-
reasonable expectations are. My idea of what it is like 
to be happy as an adult, derived from my perception 
of these things as a young child watching TV shows, 
needs to be corrected. The reality shows of this age 
are just as unrealistic as the sitcoms of my time. With-
out Christ and without other Christians, I am destined 
to be a slave of my childish and unreal expectations. 
The result is dissatisfaction and despair. To be real, I 
need Christ and I need you. I need to read the Scrip-
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We have a need to 
love as God loves, a 
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a need to obey as 
Christ obeys, but I 
say that Christians in 
Church communities, 
no matter their state, 
can love, sacrifice and 
obey.
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The power of God belongs to Him. We are rescued by 
Christ. By incarnation God joins His power once again 
to our life, and allows us to share in His good action 
in the world. This sharing requires ascetic effort. We 
need to grow past ourselves and join the force and 
action of God. We shed ourselves of distractions and 
addictions, we shed ourselves of sin, and we deliber-
ately hear the voice of God through Scripture, prayer, 
and Christian fellowship. Christian fellowship is more 
than enjoying pizza after bowling with oth-
er Christians. Christian fellowship is 
studying God’s action in the 
world together (this is also 
called Tradition), and en-
couraging each other to 
live in purity. Fasting, 
prayer and good 
works help us ex-
perience fellowship 
together. Gather-
ing as the body of 
Christ and recog-
nizing our head and 
source, Jesus Christ, 
is necessary.

 Power is about tapping 
into the life and action of 
God who has all real power, 
and doing His will. It is about 
joining His action and feeding, 
clothing, visiting, nursing, comforting His 
people and being right with Him through praise. By 
praise, I don’t mean yelling “Glory!” but being in a 
relationship with God that refl ects the relationship of 
a creator and His creation. God is more than buddy or 
parent. He is the lover of man who calls us into being 
and shares his glory and life. Our glory is a refl ection 
back to Him of His own glory.

This is what we see in Acts 4:33: “With great power 
(God) gave the apostles witness of the resurrection of 
the Lord Jesus and great grace was upon them all.” 
God shares His power with us in the Church and calls 
us to join His priesthood and ministry. When asked 
about authority or power, the apostles said that the 
power is from God through Jesus Christ. So, too, is 
your power. Your power to act, and your power to 
serve, and your power to be triumphant over perse-
cution, and even death! It is said that the forty holy 
martyrs of Sebaste sang wedding songs as they un-

derstood their martyrdom as a way of being wed to 
God. To this day, these holy martyrs are remembered 
at the wedding ceremony, as we see in the crowns, 
implying victory over sin and passion.

In Orthodoxy all truth is in balance and any truth out 
of balance is not truth. Professor Verhofskoy of St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary said that once you open your 
mouth you are bound for heresy. All arguments are 

to call an exaggeration into the middle, and 
to do so we use exaggerations! God 

is healthy and calls us to be 
healthy. By healthy, I mean 

in truth, which is in Christ 
who is truth. We are 

not all set aside to be 
clergy, but we are all 

to witness to Christ 
by doing what-
ever we do well, 
and through it 
recreating God’s 
orderliness and 
life. When people 

see our joy and 
our efforts in our 

everyday life, when 
they are ready they will 

ask us about our faith. It is 
then that our witness will be 

most effective, planted on what 
Christ in parables speaks of as fertile 

ground. We need to be worshiping well, studying hard 
and listening when we pray. We need to build up our 
relationships with God and each other. We need to 
make these things our priority. The Christian life is not 
“rocket science”; it is simple. To live simply, however, 
takes deliberate effort. That is, it must be done delib-
erately and takes great time and energy.

I wish to close with a quote from Elizabeth Ann Seton, 
the fi rst American-born, Roman Catholic canonized 
saint: “We must live simply that others may simply 
live.” To be true, this must be more than a call to social 
service; it is a call to sharing God’s power to witness 
to Christ, and in Christ, to a post-modern and post-
Christian world.

The Word   1716   January 2015

Freedom is a way of life that comes at a great cost. 
Whether we are talking about freedom on a personal 
or societal level, maintaining and assuring freedom in-
volves accepting responsibility, avoiding temptation to 
do evil, discerning truth and living righteously.

Those faiths that respond to the God who reveals Him-
self as Personal understand God to be free. God is 
free to create, free to love, free to suffer at the sight of 
wrong, free to support and free to care. If we are creat-
ed to be like God, in His own image and likeness, then 
we too are free to love and free to care. Such freedom 
requires choosing what is righteous and being holy and 
freeing ourselves from selfi sh passions. This freedom 
requires struggling against evil temptations. This free-
dom requires discerning truth and doing what is right in 
the sight of God. The cost of personal freedom is bat-
tling ugly passions, fears and lies. The result of doing 
this work is righteousness and holiness.

You have gathered today to remember American he-
roes of fl ight 93. Remembering is defi ned as putting 
that which is out of our sight back together and be-
fore us again. Just as dismembering means taking 
something apart, remembering means putting it back 
together. We remember today the trauma of 9-11 and 
stand together to support and comfort each other. We 
remember the trauma and offer up prayers for the mar-
tyrs or witnesses of that day with thanksgiving to them 
and to God. We too were traumatized that day as our 
fantasy of safety was shattered. We were traumatized 
as we lost people and saw suffering both at this site 
and in New York. We remember 9-11 today so that we 
can dedicate ourselves to keeping the freedom that 
these heroes bought with their lives. Freedom has been 

bought and preserved by heroes in every generation.

Let us be honest about the war raging within us. When 
afraid, we seek to control others. When lonely we tend 
to exploit others. When insecure we act against each 
other. Getting in touch with God who came and comes 
to us as gentle and vulnerable will allow us to open our 
hearts to each other and be in Peace with both God 
and our fellow man. We cannot have freedom without 
Peace, and our Peace is a gift from God. When we are 
at peace with God, we can approach each other differ-
ently: without fear.

 Can we have world freedom and Peace without being 
Holy ourselves fi rst? Can we broker peace accords be-
tween others without being an example? Can we force 
peace on others who choose evil? We need to begin 
with ourselves as persons and then as a united people.

For Christians, there are three kinds of Peace. When 
we pray in peace, “Let us pray to the Lord,” this Peace 
is Christ Himself. Inside of Christ we approach our Fa-
ther who is in heaven. We then pray for the peace from 
above. This is the Peace that Christ gave His disciples 
when He met them after his descent into Hades. This 
Peace is God’s grace and work in our lives. The peace 
of the whole world is the response of man to God 
which calls us to love God and each other. This Peace 
is a gift that requires a synergy between man and God. 
Christian Peace is more than a feeling; it is union with 
God who is Peace Himself. Peace is our union with God 
and all who are created and called by Him.

May Jesus Christ who is Peace, grant you His peace, 
and may He carry the heroes of fl ight 93 into His King-
dom which is Peace.

Bishop JOHN’s talk 
to a group of bikers 
on their annual run 
to the Flight 93 
Memorial Chapel in 
Shanksville, 
Pennsylvania 
August 31, 2014

The Cost  of Freedom
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The final season in life is full of profound changes. 
In some instances, this is a time of joy, forgiveness, 
revelation, and wisdom. When given the opportunity 
to reflect, and share one’s legacy with younger gen-
erations, some discover new perspectives on life, and 
may become, for the first time, concerned with the 
eternal and lasting. Unfortunately, old age can also 
be fraught with losses and diminutions. Many suffer 
terribly when their bodies stop working, and they are 
afflicted by multiple disorders and chronic pain. Old 
age may involve a loss of autonomy, self-respect, or 
even purpose. Susan’s situation is in no way unusual. 
Alzheimer’s and memory-loss often give rise to the 
most challenging situations in aging.

In one way or another, events like these will affect each 
of us. Like so many others, I have felt the impact of de-
mentia in my own family, and grieved with loved ones 
who suffered severely through each stage. As a former 
chaplain at a memory-care facility in Boston, and cur-
rently a healthcare professional at an assisted living 
home in Nashville, Tennessee, I have often wrestled 
with difficult questions and dilemmas. How can we un-
derstand personhood in the light of a fading mind and 
body? In what way can we nurture a relationship with 
a person with severe memory-loss? Does spirituality 
have any place in this? What is the role of the elderly in 
a Church community, and finally, what is the Church’s 
position throughout all of this? In the following reflec-
tions, I hope to explore these issues, by considering 
them in the light of the Church Fathers, current medi-
cal research, and my personal experience in geriatrics.

Personhood and dementia

Many of us have known someone who resembled 
Susan. She may remind you of your mother, father, 
spouse, or dearly beloved friend. If so, you have prob-
ably wondered, or still wonder, what happened to the 
person you once knew and loved so well? Since I be-
gan to work in senior living homes, I have often heard 
people say, “She is no longer the same person,” “The 
spouse I married has disappeared,” or, “We lost him 
years before he died.”

Dementia is an irreversible and degenerative disease 
in the brain which affects one out of eight adults over 
65.1 Over many years, plaques and tangles build up 
in the cerebral cortex and destroy millions of neural 
connections.2 Essentially, the brain degenerates, and 
a person loses his or her ability to function on nearly 
every physical level.3 Short and long-term memories 
disappear. Common objects and familiar people may 

become unrecognizable. The disease process elicits 
strange behavior, such as aimless wandering, uninhib-
ited emotions, depression and delirium.4 Eventually, 
reason and communication become rare, if not impos-
sible. In the midst of all these losses, it is no wonder 
that people ask, “Is this still the same person I knew?”

Our assumptions about personhood are deep-
ly  influenced by cultural values. Rene Descartes’ 
 influential proposition, “cogito, ergo sum”5 (“I think, 
therefore I am”), stresses reason and the intellect. 
America has a pervading reverence for individual-
ity and autonomy. We often link our identity with our 
 ability to act; for example, to teach, to engineer, to 
philosophize, or even to parent. Many of us could say, 
“I accomplish, therefore I am.” Dementia, on the other 
hand, robs a person of his or her rationality, autonomy, 
and agency. It brings these cultural anchors of identity 
to a jolting halt; as a result, many conclude that it robs 
us of our humanity.

The Church Fathers, however, had a very different 
 perspective. Two central understandings of human 
nature run throughout their teachings. First, they de-
fine personhood in terms of relationship – to be a per-
son is to be in relationship. Second, they insist on a 
 psychosomatic union, that is, that the body and soul 
share an indissoluble unity. By taking a moment to 
consider these in the context of the aging process, we 
discover a new set of lenses for looking at our loved 
one with dementia.

Human nature is dialogical. Deep down, each of us 
yearns to be in dialogue, in communion, with God 
and one another. Metropolitan John ZIZIOULAS elab-
orates: “To be and to be in relation become identi-
cal…. It is only in relationship that identity appears 
as having an ontological significance.”6 Elsewhere he 
writes, “Personhood implies … the ek-stasis of being 
… a movement towards communion which leads to a 
transcendence of the boundaries of the ‘self.’”7 Simply 
put, each of us has an innate drive and propensity to 
reach out beyond self towards the other. 

This nature exists because we have a nous. As the 
theologian Jean-Claude Larchet explains, the nous 
“represents the contemplative possibilities of the hu-
man being.” “For the Fathers it is fundamentally that 
which links man with God…. It is the indelible mark of 
man’s most profound being, of his veritable nature.”8 
If this indelible yearning for communion is so central 
to personhood, how then do we understand someone 
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Personhood and an
Aging Mind and Body
A paper delivered by Peter A. Kavanaugh on November 8 at a conference of the Orthodox Christian Associa-
tion of Medicine, Psychology and Religion, entitled, “Exploring the Mind-Body-Soul Connection: Spirituality in 
Illness and Healing”, at Holy Cross Seminary, Boston, Massachusetts,  November 6-8, 2014.

I will never forget Susan. She was sitting in her wheelchair when I first 
met her. Her hair was disheveled. The expression on her face indicated 
incoherence and confusion. She looked into the distance with a vacant 
stare and waved her hand to and fro, senselessly. She did not recog-
nize her family when they came to visit her. She did not remember the 
parents that raised her, the meal on which she dined that morning, nor 
the words spoken to her by the nurse only minutes before. Here, in 
the assisted living home, Susan spent the last several years of her life a 
frail, quiet, and for the most part, forgotten person.



Teresa was an elderly woman with dementia who had 
lost all her post-childhood memories. When her son 
John came to visit, she mistook him for her brother. 
Feeling dejected, John repeatedly insisted that he 
was her son, he wanted to “snap her out of it.” Con-
sequently, these visits always ended in mutual exas-
peration, and gradually became more and more infre-
quent. What went wrong? John wanted to reach out 
to Teresa, but with a condition, an expectation that 
she behave in a specific way. Because of her condi-
tion, Teresa could no longer relate to John as a mother 
to a son. She could, however, relate to him as a person 
to a person. She could no longer recognize John, but 
she could recognize love. He, however, was not willing 
to let go of the broken strings.

Now I would like to describe a different situation. Mary, 
who lived in the advanced unit of a memory-care cen-
ter, could never fully understand where she was. Her 
mind “filled in the blanks” with different delusions. On 
some days she believed she lived in a hospital, at oth-
er times she insisted she was in prison. Now, a certain 
caregiver met with Mary on a weekly basis. Each time, 
Mary insisted on phenomena that simply did not exist. 
The caregiver responded with these three important 

steps. First, she took Mary’s hands in her own; physical 
contact and affection are equally important at every 
stage of life. Second, the caregiver never contradicted 
or argued with Mary, but affirmed her. If Mary would 
demand, “I need to go home to my mother,” the care-
giver gently repeated, “So, you want to go home to 
your mother.” People with dementia are used to be-
ing told “No” or “You can’t do that!” This caregiver, 
alternatively, simply affirmed Mary’s statements and 
desires. She respected Mary’s personhood. Third, in 
a calm voice, the caregiver responded to Mary’s emo-
tional needs. “How does that make you feel?” she 
said, or, “That sounds so hard. Tell me about that.” At 
the end of these conversations, Mary usually relaxed 
because she felt heard and loved.

Miss Betty is another lady with advanced Alzheimer’s 
disease. When I approached her, she always begged 
me to take her home to her parents (who, I was aware, 
had long since passed away). In scenarios like this, the 
worst thing you can do is criticize her and try to explain 
that she is home and her parents are dead. Remem-
ber, these memories remain, but this string of con-
nection to reality was permanently broken. Yet some 
strings were still intact. In the midst of Betty’s delusion, 
something was very real: her emotions and her need 
for sympathy, respect, and love. I usually responded to 
Betty by saying, “Your parents must be very important 
to you, tell me about them.” By concentrating on what 
lasts, and not on what is gone, Betty and I developed 
a relationship that was meaningful and joy-giving.

Research continually links loneliness with physical 
pain, depression, poor psychological well-being, and 
“vegetation.”15 Tom Kitwood, a pioneer in person-
centered care, observes that “it is often the case that 
a dementia sufferer who is visibly withdrawing or be-
coming demoralized, is transformed by a little real 
attention and human contact.”16 Social relationships 
slow down the progress of dementia drastically and 
improve the physical and psychological health of ag-
ing adults.17 It is crucial that we reach out to the elderly 
and spend genuine time with them. We can do this by 
letting go of the broken strings, and learning to listen 
to the music that continues to play.

One of our greatest gifts to the elderly, moreover, is 
to help them to experience God’s grace. When I meet 
with Christians, I often offer to say an ‘Our Father’ or 
a ‘Hail Mary.’ Most people learned these in their early 
infancy, and I am continually astounded to hear resi-
dents praying along with me, who could not otherwise 

like Susan? What is the impact of a dysfunctional body 
and mind on a person’s nous?

We can answer this question by looking at the Church 
Fathers’ teaching about the psychosomatic union. 
They explain that the body and soul are interwoven 
and commingled, and that personhood is imprinted 
within this union.9 In St. Gregory of Nyssa’s words, 
“the nous is equally in contact with each of the [body] 
parts according to a kind of combination which is in-
describable.”10 The body and soul, however, have dif-
ferent functions. He continues by saying that the soul 
“transmits from itself to an organized and sentient 
body the power of living and of grasping objects of 
sense.”11 The soul gives the body life as well as the 
ability to interact with the material world. 

What happens, however, when the body stops func-
tioning correctly? This is most beautifully described 
by St. John the Solitary. He writes, “When one of 
[the body’s] interior members is injured, be it either 
the brain or heart, it is not the soul’s nature that is 
impaired, but the activity exercised through these 
members that is impaired.”12 St. John continues with 
the following analogy about a musician and his instru-
ment: “When a cord in a zither, or a pipe in an organ is 
damaged, it is not the finger that plays upon them that 
is at fault, but rather it is the artistic activity of the fin-
ger that is impeded from sounding forth by the zither’s 
cords or the organ’s pipe because the defects are in 
the instrument.”13 To rephrase, when the body stops 
working correctly, the soul remains alive and present, 
but it is unable to communicate or interact with the 
world effectively.

The relevance of this analogy is striking when we 
 consider the person with dementia. The disease 
 destroys critical areas of the brain, sapping a person of 
basic necessary abilities, but it does not sap him or her 
of everything. According to an overwhelming amount 
of research, people with dementia maintain emotions, 
imagination, a will, and moral awareness even in the 
most advanced stages.14 The Church Fathers insist that 
the inner person is present in a body, however dement-
ed or broken. Dementia does not destroy a person’s 
nous, and an afflicted person maintains the need for 
relationships and the possibility of having them. Like 
the musician struggling to play music on a broken in-
strument, our memory-impaired loved ones are alive, 
but cannot play their song as effectively. As each string 
snaps one by one, certain strings remain unharmed. 
Our task is to concentrate on the  remaining strings, 

and to learn to lis-
ten to the  music.

One afternoon, I 
decided to spend 
a few minutes with 
Susan. Like so many 
others in her state, 
she said, “Hello,” 
and lapsed into 
what appeared to 
be silent vacancy. I 
chatted about noth-
ing in particular at 
first, and soon be-
came silent, pen-
sive and uncom-
fortable. Then, not 
knowing how to 
proceed, I arose to 
exit. Immediately, 
Susan turned to 
me, and with words 
saturated with emo-
tion and loneliness, 
asked me, “Where 
are you going?” I was taken aback thoroughly and sat 
down once again. This time I merely took her hand in 
mine and gazed into her eyes.

From then on, whenever I entered a room with Susan 
in it, her face lit up with joy and eagerness. She could 
not remember me on a cognitive level, but she cer-
tainly did on an entirely different level. We learned to 
share conversations through mere eye contact. I will 
never forget the brightness, transparency, and life of 
her eyes. In this way we shared one of the most pro-
found relationships I have known. There could be no 
room for doubt, that underneath the disease, under-
neath the quiet, vacant, and wrinkled face, there was 
a living person.

Nurturing a relationship

Reaching out to someone with memory loss can be 
frustrating, but it does not need to be. To continue 
with our analogy of the musician and his instrument, 
we can think of dementia as a series of strings snap-
ping. Family members often become so upset to see 
the broken strings, that they forget to see the strings 
that remain intact. Rather than concentrating on what 
is lost, we can learn to cherish what remains. 
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tell you their own names. However brief, these mo-
ments can be like a drop of water on a parched throat, 
bringing peace and meaning to an elderly person.

One morning I sat by Rebecca’s bedside, and quietly 
read Psalm 148: “Praise ye the LORD. Praise ye the 
LORD from the heavens: praise him in the heights… 
Praise the LORD from the earth, ye dragons, and all 
deeps: Fire, and hail; snow, and vapor; stormy wind ful-
filling his word.”18 Rebecca was in the most advanced 
stages of Alzheimer’s. Death was at her door, and she 
had long since grown silent and incoherent. But at these 
words in the Psalms, she waved her hands in the air and 
cried, “Lord! I know they do that! I know they do that!” 
Who knows what the soul is working through, behind 
the vacant stares of so many like Rebecca. What we do 
know, most confidently, is that her heart pined for God.

The sacraments, of course, are the most potent gift 
available to a person like Rebecca. In For the Life of the 
World, Alexander Schmemann explains: “A  sacrament 
… is always a passage, a transformation. Yet it is not 
a ‘passage’ into ‘supernature,’ but into the Kingdom 
of God, the world to come.”19 The sacraments are a 
passage into life itself.20 They unite broken humanity 
with God. They usher the weak and strong, the joyful 
and sorrowful, into the eschaton.21 Dementia robs so 
much from an individual, but it does not rob him or her 
of this blessed gift.

In one of his books, the eminent neurologist Oliver 
Sacks describes the impact of Church on a severely 
memory-impaired patient named Jim. He writes: 
“Seeing Jim in the chapel opened my eyes to oth-
er realms where the soul is called on, and held, and 
stilled, in attention and communion …. He was held in 
emotional and spiritual attention – in the contempla-
tion of nature or art, in listening to music, in taking part 
in the Mass in chapel – the attention, its ‘mood’, its 
quietude, would persist.”22 Unknowingly, Oliver Sacks 
may have stumbled upon the nous – that indestruc-
tible medium for communing with God – that string on 
the instrument that will never break. Our memory-im-
paired elders are as equally in need of the Eucharist, 
confession, unction, holy water, sacred music and art, 
and all other physical manifestations of grace, as they 
are in need of food, water, and medicine.

Spirituality has a strong influence on an aging per-
son’s health. Harold G. Koenig, a leader in the geri-
atrics community, reports that “religiously committed 
older adults are healthier, abuse alcohol less often, 
have lower blood pressure, experience fewer strokes, 
and have longer survival rates than those older adults 
not committed to religion.”23 Furthermore, evidence-
based studies suggest that individuals with dementia 
who participate in meditation and prayer groups are 
less agitated, anxious, and depressed.24 

That said, the purpose of the Church is not to provide 
coping mechanisms for mental health. The Church is 
life itself. It is God’s sacramental presence on earth.25

In Meyendorff’s plain words, “Humanity is created 
to be in communion with God, and the eucharist is 
the realization of this communion.” True healing, he 
states, is “the restoration of the proper relationship 
between God and humanity.”26 Dementia and many 
age-related disorders are irreversible; however, a per-
son can experience healing of a greater kind as he or 
she shares an authentic relationship with fellow broth-
ers and sisters, and our Lord in heaven. 

Our elders’ gifts to a community

On a final note, we cannot address the needs of the 
elderly without discussing their place in the Church. 
“The body is one,” St. Paul tells us, “and hath many 
members, and all the members of that one body,  being 
many, are one body” (1 Corinthians 12:12). Again and 
again, our Scriptures and tradition emphasize the one-
ness of the Church. At the same time, we live in a so-
ciety that is highly age-segregated and ageist. Life, as 
many of us see it, encompasses children and teenag-
ers in school, adults in the work force, and then, well, 
what else is there? The old and the aging easily fall 
through the cracks – and just as easily in our parishes. 
When this happens, can we truly call ourselves one? 
The elderly are an inseparable part of a community.

The trials in old age are never isolated to an individ-
ual, but affect those around him or her. The elderly 
usually rely on family members and friends for their 
most basic needs, a responsibility that can be physi-
cally, spiritually, and even financially crippling. One 
author points out, “As families deal with life, so do 
they deal with disease.” Alzheimer’s, she continues, 
“tends to bring about family crisis, even in the best or-
ganized and healthiest of families.” Meyendorff once 
said something on a similar note, “The sickness of an 
individual, just like the sin of any member, affects the 
entire Church. The whole body suffers when one of 
its members falls ill or sins.” In the midst of so many 
changes and losses that are part of old age, people 
need an anchor to turn to. It is critical that the Church 
be present to the very end.

A Church that does not genuinely tend to the needs 
of the elderly, fails to carry out its inherent mission. 
“Carry each other’s burdens,” St. Paul writes, “and 
in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 
6:2). To be Christian is to be eucharistic, and to be 
eucharistic is to be communal. Rosalie Hudson, a lay 

theologian and leader in the nursing community, sug-
gests, “The eucharist is a sacrament of remembrance, 
not for the purpose of providing a personal, subjective 
experience but to unite us, in all our differences and 
personal alienations, into one body, a body in which 
the suffering of one is the suffering of all.”27 When we 
have ceased to incorporate the weak into our lives, we 
have ceased to be Christian.

Finally, the elderly bring a distinct and all-important 
contribution to a community. In traditional Orthodox 
societies, others look to older adults to be beacons 
of wisdom and spiritual guidance. Are we now so ad-
vanced and enlightened that we no longer need the 
elderly? I cannot emphasize enough how much I learn 
from residents at my assisted living home. Even those 
who are no longer able to remember their own names, 
often share truths that they have gleaned over a cen-
tury. Are we able to listen? In a society that is con-
stantly rushing, stressed, and anxious, the elderly give 
us an opportunity to slow down and contemplate. Are 
we able to be still? Christ promised us that when we 
serve the frail and broken, we serve Him directly. Can 
we see our Savior in the aging person? Finally, what 
is perhaps most needed in our modern society: the 
elderly give us an opportunity to draw close to death.

Before studying at Holy Cross School of Theology, I 
spent four-and-a-half years visiting monasteries on a 
weekly basis. My heart yearned for something which 
I could not find in society. It drove me to northern 
Greece, where I joined a monastic community for fif-
teen months. The other day, a friend asked me how 
it was that, after all this, I ended up in healthcare. 
The answer I gave him is this: what I looked for in 
monasteries I have found in homes for the aging and 
the dying.

During so many hours by the side of dying patients 
– holding hands with Susan as she breathed her last; 
gazing silently at the beautiful eyes of Mary, who was 
lost and confused; listening to the same stories over 
and over about Bob’s industrious parents – I have of-
ten encountered the transcendental. Something hap-
pens to a person in the twilight of life. The responsibil-
ities, affairs, and preoccupations of young adulthood 
suddenly become less important. The noise of man’s 
world grows quiet, and is replaced by a melody of a 
very different kind. No wonder so many of us our un-
comfortable in this setting. Yet this silence, this music, 
is our soul’s medicine.
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When the body 
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and present, but
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communicate or 
interact with the 
world effectively.

Personhood



The Church Fathers urge us to remember death on a 
daily basis.28 We refer to death in the liturgy and our 
evening prayers. The saints continually urge us to ex-
pect death “at every hour.”29 Remembrance of death 
is not the denial of life. It is life’s enhancement. This is 
because death, as Fr. Paul Evdokimov explains, “is not 
just momentary.” “It coexists and accompanies us all 
along the path of our lives. It is present in all things as 
their obvious limit.”30 The nearness of death is a great 
gift to us, for it helps us to see life as it truly is, and to 
discover our most innate purpose in this life. A com-
munity, therefore, that takes time to incorporate fully 
older adults into its daily life, will have the opportunity 
to share a divine and transformative encounter.

We learn from the elderly a good deal about what it 
means to be human. At every stage of the aging pro-
cess, whether someone is in ideal health, or is at the 
most advanced stage of dementia, we encounter a 
living, breathing person, wholly in the image of God, 
and fully able to share a relationship with God and 
man. By seeing the person beneath the disease, we 
can learn to nurture a relationship which brings joy 
and healing. Lastly, the elderly ought to have a true 
presence in our lives. It is only then, when every stage 
of human life is woven into the fabric of the 
Church, that we will truly be one. Ultimately, 
the old and aging give us an opportunity to 
learn to listen to the music. 

Peter A. Kavanaugh
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Are you Conservative or Liberal?

In current usage, the words “conservative” and “lib-
eral” indicate a variety of often-confl icting viewpoints. 
Usually we don’t really fi t either category very well, as 
the Orthodox Faith is a lot older than the American 
“culture war.”

… The Orthodox Church is highly “conservative” in 
the sense that we have not added to, or subtracted 
from, any of the teachings of those Ecumenical Coun-
cils. But that very “conservatism” often makes us “lib-
eral” in certain questions of civil liberties, social justice 
and peace. We are very conservative, or rather tradi-
tional, in our liturgical worship. http://www.stgabri-
elashland.org/our-faith/faq/

To me, that is a good beginning. But if somebody want-
ed an even more complete answer, this is what I would 
say. One of the best ways to answer this  question is to 
use the terminology that was ratifi ed by the esteemed 
Church Fathers who gathered in  Constantinople in the 
year 381 AD. At that Council, the fi nishing touches 
were put on an authoritative  statement of belief which 
had begun to be crafted over fi fty years prior, at a 
gathering in Nicaea. This statement of faith, common-
ly called the Nicene Creed, is more accurately referred 
to as the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. It has 
been a historical standard of traditional Christian be-
lief in both the East and the West for over 1,600 years. 

The specifi c creedal language which I believe is help-
ful for the question at hand is the description of the 
Church as “one, holy, catholic and apostolic.” Let us 
consider each of these adjectives to see if they can 
shed light on our original question. Of course, in tak-
ing this approach, we are assuming what the Ortho-
dox Church has always believed, that even in the 21st

Century it is the same “one, holy, catholic and apos-
tolic church” of the Creed, which Jesus Christ founded 
with His apostles.

One

The Orthodox Church is one. There is only one body 
of Christ (Romans 12:5). Factionalism has no place 
within the Church. Any division within the Church is 
due to human sin, and is not inherently part of the 
Church. There is “one Lord, one faith, one baptism” 
(Ephesians 4:5). Although Orthodox Christians are 
organized according to various national churches, we 
are spiritually united to each other through our shared 
experience in Christ, which is chiefl y expressed in the 
reception of the Eucharist or Holy Communion. “Is 
Christ divided?” the apostle asks the Corinthian Chris-
tians (1 Cor. 1:13). The answer is a resounding “No!” 

The politics of this world tends to separate and divide 
people. Christ’s Church transcends politics. However, 
the leaders of the Orthodox Church, in the process of 
upholding timeless Christian teaching, do comment 

IS  ORTHODOX CHRIST IANITY  
Conservative Or Liberal? 

A member of the church I have been blessed to pastor has asked me 
to consider answering this question. She expects this question to be 
asked of her in the near future, by those who know little of the Ortho-
dox Christian faith, and she wants always to be prepared to give an an-
swer for the hope within her (1 Peter 3:15). My initial reaction to these 
types of “either/or” questions which attempt to pigeon-hole or catego-
rize, is to answer, “both/and” or “Wrong question!” Knowing that such 
questions may be honest attempts to learn and understand, however, 
I decided that it deserved a more thoughtful and thorough response. 
Making a quick Internet search on the question, I found this brief but 
insightful gem. 

Personhood
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Apostolic

The Orthodox Church is apostolic. That is, she origi-
nates from the Apostles of Jesus Christ and remains 
faithful to apostolic teaching today. Many of the local 
churches that the Lord’s Apostles founded in the First 
Century have been, and remain, Orthodox communi-
ties today. The leaders of the Orthodox Church today, 
our bishops, can trace their spiritual heritage, through 
the successive laying-on of hands at ordination, right 
back to the Apostles of the First Century. The term 
apostolic speaks also to the missionary mandate of 
the Church, since the word apostle means “one who 
is sent out.” Apostolicity implies authenticity and also 
timelessness. The Orthodox Church has existed for 
many, many centuries before our modern, American 
conservative/liberal divide was a reality in either poli-
tics or religion.

The fact that the Church is apostolic not only in ori-
gin, but in current practice, means that we can make 
some specifi c points about the Orthodox Church of 
interest to contemporary readers who think in terms of 

“conservative” versus “liberal.” Being apostolic, the 
Orthodox Church opposes abortion and considers it 
the abhorrent killing of children and the victimization 
of vulnerable women. This has been the teaching of 
the Church since the First Century according to docu-
ments such as the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, 
the Didache. 

Being apostolic, the Orthodox Church believes that 
only qualifi ed men can be ordained to serve as priests 
or bishops. Being apostolic, the Orthodox Church be-
lieves that the only sexual behaviors blessed by God 
are such acts as occur between a man and woman 
united in marriage. All homosexual behavior, and all 
heterosexual sexual behavior outside of marriage, is 
a misuse of the gift of sexuality, according to the ap-
ostolic tradition. Marriage is a sacrament and can only 
take place between one man and one woman.

Being apostolic, the Orthodox Church worships and 
serves Jesus, the Prince of Peace. We pray for peace 

often. War is considered a tragic and vicious product 
of our fallen world. The taking of human life, even in a 
defensive war, has always required remedy through re-
pentance. The Orthodox Church as a whole, however, 
has not taken a purely pacifi st approach toward war, 
and we pray for our armed forces and send chaplains 
to serve them. We recognize several saints who have 
served in the military.

The Orthodox Church, being apostolic, has always 
been an advocate for women and children (born and 
unborn), the poor, refugees, the abused, the marginal-
ized and the neglected. All human beings are valuable 
and every human being, especially the vulnerable, 
ought to be protected and nurtured by the Church. 
We believe that by ministering to these, we show our 
love to our fellow human beings, and also to God. The 
Orthodox Church, being apostolic, believes in the in-
herent dignity of all people and accepts that in Christ, 
“there is neither Jew nor Gentile, male nor female, 
slave nor free” (Galatians 3:28). No nation, ethnicity, 
sex or race is favored over any other in the eyes of 

God. At the heart of our understanding of the relation-
ship between God and humanity is an emphasis on 
the freedom of the human will. The evidence of God’s 
love for us is His respect for our free will. We are free 
to make our own choices in life, but, ironically, we will 
only reach ultimate and lasting freedom when we are 
in obedience to Jesus Christ and His Church.

To answer the question that is before us then, we 
would be wise to accept that each of us conceives of 
different things when we use these labels of “conser-
vative” and “liberal.” The Orthodox Church is fi rst and 
foremost one, holy, catholic and apostolic. This means 
that the Orthodox Church is traditional and authentic, 
while always advocating for the dispossessed. There 
is a quality of timelessness that permeates the Ortho-
dox Church. She is always fresh and alive. And she is 
always an advocate for love.

 Fr. Ignatius Valentine, Pastor
St. Raphael of Brooklyn Orthodox Church

Iowa City, Iowa

on issues that are debated in the political sphere. And 
certainly, individual Orthodox Christians hold many, 
varying political points of view. In short, the Orthodox 
Church is wary of such labels as conservative or lib-
eral because the connotations that each term carries 
differs from place to place and from era to era. The 
Orthodox Church is two thousand years old. People’s 
perception of what is conservative or what is liberal 
is colored by their local, contemporary experience. 
 Yesterday’s liberal may be today’s conservative, or 
vice-versa.

Being one in nature, the Orthodox Church is inclusive. 
Jesus Christ is the Savior and Redeemer of the whole 
human race, even the whole universe. There is no per-
son for whom Christ did not both die and rise from the 
dead. There is a place for every repentant soul within 
the Orthodox Church. As it is inclusive by nature, we 
are free to remain faithful to the teachings of Christ, 
which have sometimes been termed exclusive, such 
as His declaration, “I am the way, the truth and the 
life. No one comes to the Father except through Me” 

(John 14:6). There is only one path to God the Father 
and the salvation He offers, and that is through Je-
sus Christ. Furthermore, while welcoming all people, 
the Orthodox Church strives very hard to cast out and 
exclude one specifi c reality of this world: sin. That is 
because, the Orthodox Church is …

Holy

The Orthodox Church is holy, because she is insepa-
rably united to Jesus Christ, the Holy One. The root 
meaning of the word holy is unearthly or otherworldly. 
That which is holy is set apart, distinct, not tainted. 
All Christians are called to be holy (1 Peter 1:15–16), 
though we all fall short (Romans 3:23). Despite the in-
dividual failing of her members, the Church remains 
pure and holy. Since this is the case, the Church’s pri-
mary orientation is toward the eternal Kingdom of 
God and not toward the temporal kingdoms of this 
world. We are pilgrims on this earth, created for a real-
ity that will be fully realized only after Christ “comes to 
judge the living and the dead.” The Church’s primary 

mission is to preach the Gospel and thereby offer the 
healing presence of Christ to the world. Conservative 
or liberal political approaches address temporal situ-
ations and are always imperfect. When the Orthodox 
Church makes statements that may be considered 
political, this is properly done in the context of the 
defense of human life, dignity and integrity, in order 
to uphold the sanctity of every human being who is 
created in the image of God. The Orthodox Church 
is concerned with promoting personal well-being, jus-
tice and peace, but understands that suffering, injus-
tice and war are realities as long as mankind continues 
to neglect the divine commandments and the teach-
ings of Jesus Christ.

Catholic

The Orthodox Church is catholic. The word catholic
fundamentally means lacking nothing, full, complete, 
or perfect. It comes from the Greek word which means 
“according to the whole.” Catholicity also implies 
universality. The Orthodox Church is for all people, 
regardless of situation or background. In our under-

standing, everything that is necessary for mankind to 
be united with God is to be found within the Ortho-
dox Church. There is no need to go elsewhere. The 
catholicity of the Orthodox Church derives from the 
perfection of her head: Jesus Christ. 

Catholicity implies for our present question that the 
Orthodox Church lacks nothing in carrying out its 
 primary mandate to preach the Gospel. It does not 
need to follow a political agenda in order to be ful-
fi lled. At times, the Orthodox Church has found some 
of the governments that rule over her members to be 
helpful partners in the promotion of virtue and the 
furtherance of the principles of the Gospel. At other 
times, some of the governments that rule over her 
members have been far from helpful partners, being 
rather the Church’s chief antagonists and persecutors. 
The Orthodox Church has remained faithful to its call-
ing, in any and every culture, nation, and political situ-
ation imaginable.
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There is one question every 
sincere Christian has asked: How do I in-
herit eternal life? The Lord specifically an-
swers this question by saying, “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
with all your soul, with all your strength, 
with all your mind, and your neighbor as 
yourself” (Luke 10:27). That is the key He 
gave us to reach heaven’s gates. It seems 

a simple request, but fulfilling His greatest command-
ment can be arduous.

The ancient Greeks used four words to distinguish dif-
ferent types of love. The last of the four is agape. C. S. 
Lewis, in his book The Four Loves, explains that this as 
the highest form of Christian love, and it is translated 
to mean “unconditional love.” It is a love with no limi-
tations. Jesus is telling us to strive towards this type of 
love. God loves us with no limits, and we should return 
it in the same way. He loves us no matter what we do, 
think or say. He loves us for the good in us, despite the 
bad. He will never stop loving us. We don’t realize how 
amazing that is: to be loved by someone uncondition-
ally. For me, it will be a lifelong journey to learn how 
to love God. In order to begin, I need to answer the 
question: how do I fully love Him with my heart, soul, 
strength, and mind, and how do I properly love myself 
in order to love others? 

Jesus first commands us to love him with our hearts. 
Our heart controls our emotions and feelings. To love 
God with those parts of me, I need to focus on con-
tinuously being happy, kind, caring, loving, and giv-
ing, and not acting in the wrong ways. God wants to 
see us putting our emotions into actions. To do this, 
I could give back more to people and to my church, 
share with others, and make my happiness contagious. 
You will soon find out how easily you can affect others, 
but don’t let negative emotions take over you. They 
can bring you and others down more quickly than you 
realize. Usually, I find myself feeling jealous, or angry, 
or being disrespectful. It is a struggle for me to feel 
kindness and generosity toward everyone, and to act 
upon those emotions daily. I need to focus more on 
changing my attitude, so that others can be positively 

affected by me. If I don’t, it will limit my love of God, 
and it will take time away from sharing my love through 
my emotions with the people around me. He wants us 
to act with love in our hearts, and to show it. “But the 
fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kind-
ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. 
Against such there is no law” (Galatians 5:22–23).

Now to love with all my soul. According to Metropoli-
tan Hierotheos Vlachos, “the term soul refers both to 
the spiritual element in our existence and to life itself.” 
Our soul isn’t just one section of ourselves, it is who we 
are, who we will become, what we do, how we think, 
how we act, and how we are spiritually. It is all of our 
traits wrapped into one. We need to love God with 
every corner of ourselves, and give God our uncon-
ditional love. We can do this by loving him with our 
decisions, and our lifestyles. When I’m walking on my 
life’s path, and come to points where I have to make a 
big decision, I need to ask myself, Is this the best pos-
sible way to a good, Christian lifestyle? Will this put me 
in the right direction to God? For example, I try hard 
to stay away from all the sinful things that can tug me 
down. We young people sometimes act like we are 
invincible, and that nothing and no one can stand in 
our way. I know with that attitude, I won’t get far in life, 
or with God. We need to listen to the better part of our 
living consciousness when we take the journey to Him. 
Who we choose to become, and the part we take in 
the world, need to involve good works. Give your life 
over to Him. “Blessed is the man who walks not in the 
council of the ungodly… But his will is in the law of the 
Lord” (Psalm 1).

Our third task is to love God with our strength. This 
means to love Him with all our might, and to bear all 
of our crosses throughout life. When we think about 
strength, most of us instantly think about being strong 
with our bodies, but we need to think of this as inter-
nal strength too. Internally, I show my love to Him by 
fasting and praying. Externally, I strengthen and train 
what my eyes, ears, mouth, feet, and hands do. Loving 
God with our strength, is loving Him with what we do 
inside and out. Strengthen those parts of yourself, and 
fight off bad desires. Every day there is going to be an 
obstacle in our way of loving God, whether it be the 

devil, or even ourselves, and we need to strengthen 
ourselves both internally and externally, to be able to 
jump over them. Think of the strength Jesus had when 
he picked up his cross, and carried it up the mountain 
to be crucified for our sins. His strength is the epitome 
of what we should strive for. We need to pick up all of 
our crosses, and follow Him. We may fall down, but 
we must pick ourselves back up. If we look to God 
he will help us. “I can do all things through God who 
strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13).

The next aspect of my duty to God is to love with all 
my mind. The mind is defined by the English diction-
ary as “the element of a person that enables them to 
be aware of the world, and their experiences, to think, 
and to feel; the faculty of consciousness and thought.” 
So loving God with my mind means that I love Him 
even in my thoughts, and with the ways that I think. We 
can act in ways that show our love for God, but what 
about when we’re all alone? It doesn’t stop there. To 
be frank, I don’t usually go straight to thinking about 
God. My icon wall and the church bells that I hear ev-
ery day serve as a reminder to me that God should 
be the priority in my mind. Everyone should find their 
own, personal, ways to steer his thoughts in the right 
direction. I asked once, at an Orthodox summer camp, 
what I should do when my thoughts are going in a bad 
direction, and a priest said the best way is to say the 
Lord’s Prayer, or to repeat “Lord have mercy upon me 
a sinner.” Now, I say that every time. It has helped tre-
mendously. Saint Paul says in Romans (12:6–8) “Set 
your affection on things above, not on things on the 
earth.” This means that I can’t let my mind go on a 
crazy rollercoaster of thoughts, and only happen to 
think of God every now and then. I need to strengthen 
my mind, and learn how to love God better with all of 
it. Again, Saint Paul says in Philippians (4:8) “Finally, 
brethren, whatever things are true …, whatever things 
are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things 
are of good report, if there is any virtue, and if there 
is anything praiseworthy, meditate on these things.”

The rest of the key that our Lord gives us to the gate 
of heaven is this: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 
As teenagers, at times we can find it very challeng-
ing to love ourselves. We are given an image by so-
ciety showing us how we should look, act, and feel. 
We follow that image, and are continuously being 
disappointed with the outcome, but we should love 
the body God gave us. Don’t follow what others say 
to do. Also, when we look back on all the wrong we 

have committed, we wonder how someone can love 
us despite our faults. We need to remember the good 
qualities in ourselves, and not hate ourselves for the 
bad ones. There are going to be many times when we 
mess up along the way, but God loves us no matter 
what. Learn from your mistakes, and work harder to be 
a better person for Him.

If we don’t have enough strength to love ourselves, 
how can we have enough strength to love our neigh-
bors? Also, who does God mean when he says “our 
neighbors”? Does he mean the people next door? 
Yes, but they can also be our friends, and family, peo-
ple we pass on the streets, the homeless, the rich, the 
poor, and even the people we hate. We are asked to 
spread the endless love God has given us. It can be as 
simple as a smile. Mother Teresa of Calcutta said, “Let 
us always meet each other with a smile, for the smile 
is the beginning of love.” Use the ways with which 
you should love God with your heart, soul, strength, 
and mind, to love others. Treat others as you would 
treat God. Give everyone the unconditional love He 
gives you. “Owe no one anything except to love one 
another, for he who loves another has fulfilled the law” 
(Romans 3:8).

Someone shared a story about the time when St. Her-
man of Alaska was in Kodiak, and an elder asked, “But 
do you love God?” St. Herman answered, saying, “I, 
a sinner, have tried to love God for more than forty 
years, and I cannot say that I perfectly love Him.” He 
goes on to say, “If we love someone, then we always 
think of that one, we strive to please that one; day 
and night our heart is preoccupied with that object.” 
I think that is a great way to love God. I need to love 
Him with my positive emotions, and feelings, with my 
actions, with who I am, with my internal and external 
strength, and with my thoughts. Learning to follow our 
Lord’s commandment to love God with all our heart, 
soul, strength, and mind, and our neighbor as we do 
ourselves, will be a long, rigorous journey. All of these 
parts are equally important. They overlap each other, 
and should work together, not separately. Love Him 
as strongly and as deeply as you possibly can, and act 
upon it. Love is action. Love Him with everything you 
do, whether it be praying, tithing, fasting, or giving to 
others. Love God unconditionally, because He loves 
us with no limits. Let this love overflow to every person 
around us. “And we have known and believed the love 
that God has for us. God is love, and he who abides 
in love abides in God, and God in him” (1 John 4:16). 
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Abe Abraham

A legend has passed on to eternal 
life.  Affectionately known as Uncle 
Abe to the Antiochian Archdiocese, 
Abe Abraham of Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, fell peacefully asleep in 
the Lord at his home on Wednes-
day, January 29, 2014.

It must have been God’s will, the 
two longest serving members of 
the Archdiocese Board of Trustees, 
Abe and our beloved Metropolitan 
Philip, of thrice-blessed memory, 
both passing within six weeks. The 
best of friends now united in the 
Kingdom of Heaven.

Abe is preceded in death by his 
parents, Sleyman and Zahia Abra-
ham, brother James, (Georgette), 
sister-in-law, Margaret, and brother 
-in-law, Dr. Thomas Bander.  Abe is 
survived by his loving wife Adele, 
son Alan (Debbie), daughters, 
Cheryl (Sam) Barkett, Carol (Peter) 
Assaly, Kaye (Mike) Powell, loving 
brother Wade and sister Dolores 
Bander, ten very special grand-
children and five adorable great-
granddaughters and great-grand-
son on the way.

Abe was born in Rashaya, Leba-
non on August 21, 1912. His fam-
ily migrated to Kansas in 1921 and 
moved to Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
in 1925.  He and his father estab-
lished S. Abraham and Sons (SAS) 
in 1927 and for 85 years he worked 
alongside his brothers, James and 
Wade, to make SAS one of the 
largest distributors of  convenience 
store products in the country.  

For six decades Abe’s smiling face 
could be seen at the bi-annual 
Archdiocese Conventions. Abe 

was a life-member of St. Nicholas 
Antiochian Orthodox Church, serv-
ing in several leadership roles.  He 
served on the Board of Trustees 
of the Archdiocese since 1955, its 
longest-serving member. Metropol-
itan  PHILIP Saliba, of thrice-blessed 
memory, presented him with the 
Antonian Gold Medal for this 
dedication and leadership to the 
Church. He was also a life-member 
of the Order of St. Ignatius of An-
tioch. Abe served the United States 
Army in India during World War II 
and he was also a member of the 
Variety Club of Grand Rapids. 

Abe understood better than any-
one that success in life comes from 
a strong belief in God. He lived his 
faith each and every day with pur-
pose and obedience, which will 
surely be his lasting legacy.

“Most assuredly, I say to you, he 
who hears My word and believes 
in Him who sent Me has everlasting 
life, and shall not come into judg-
ment, but has passed from death 
into life. Most assuredly, I say to 
you, the hour is coming and now is, 
when the dead will hear the voice 
of the Son of God, and those who 
hear will live.” John 5:24-25.

A Mighty Oak:
The Very Reverend

Paul Schneirla
(April 11, 1916 – September 

20, 2014)
On a gold-mining property owned 
and operated by his father’s family 
at Ophir, in central Alaska, Fr. Paul 
was born on April 11, 1916. He was 
named William Sutfin Schneirla af-
ter a great-grandfather. Sutfin de-
rives from his mother’s family name 
(vanZutphen). The Sutfins arrived 

from Holland in 1676 and settled in 
the colony of New Netherlands in 
the district of New Utrecht, a por-
tion of which is now known as Bay 
Ridge. Fr. Paul was, of course, des-
tined to spend most of his life in 
Bay Ridge. 

Fr. Paul received his early educa-
tion in southern Michigan and 
graduated from the University of 
Western Ontario in 1937. He sub-
sequently did graduate work at 
Columbia University, Union Theo-
logical  Seminary and St. Vladimir’s 
Orthodox Theological Seminary, re-
ceiving a degree from the latter as 
soon as degree-granting privileges 
were granted the Seminary by New 
York State.

In 1942, he married Shirley Dillon 
Warriner Page of New York City and 
Far Hills, New Jersey. Dorothy Page 
Downie and Peter Christian Schnei-
rla are their children. Another son, 
William Sutfin Schneirla, Jr., died at 
the age of six during Father Paul’s 
first year at St. Mary’s Church in Bay 
Ridge. His parishioners at the time, 
including this writer, would never 
forget the heart-breaking sight of 
Fr. Paul celebrating liturgy at St. 
Mary within a day of his son’s death.

Ordained to the priesthood in No-
vember 1942, by the late Metropol-
itan ANTONY (Bashir) of blessed 
memory, Fr. Paul served as pastor 
of St. Mary in Iron Mountain, Michi-
gan, and went on to serve at St. 
Simon in Ironwood, Michigan, and 
St. George in Allentown, Pennsyl-
vania, before coming to rest at St. 
Mary, Brooklyn, in 1951. There he 
would serve until his retirement 
in 2002. A man of vaulting intel-
lect and boundless energy, Fr. Paul 

served his Orthodox Church long 
and brilliantly. Although fundamen-
tally and proudly a parish priest, for 
many years he taught Old Testa-
ment at St. Vladimir’s Theological 
Seminary, and wrote and lectured 
extensively on various aspects of 
the history and thought of the Or-
thodox Church. A founding mem-
ber of the Orthodox Theological 
Society in America – the only or-
ganization that brings together Or-
thodox theologians and scholars in 
the United States – Fr. Paul served a 
distinguished term as the Society’s 
president. He was appointed Exec-
utive Secretary and Ecumenical Of-
ficer of the Antiochian Archdiocese 
in 1951 and held these positions 
until his retirement. Fr. Paul was 
the first head of the Archdiocesan 
Christian Education Department 
and Dean of the Atlantic Deanery. 
His editorship of the Archdiocesan 
journal, The WORD, lent it intellec-
tual respectability. His counsel was 
sought after and highly valued by 
the two Metropolitans,  ANTHONY 
and PHILIP, under whom he served. 

It had occurred to Fr. Paul, as he 
contemplated the Roman Church’s 
long history of receiving Orthodox 
Christians into various Eastern Rite 
Churches subject to Rome, that 
the Orthodox ought to try to re-
verse the traffic. Orthodoxy could 
receive Roman Catholic and Prot-
estant Christians into a Western 
Rite under the jurisdiction of the 
Antiochian Archdiocese, in the 
shelter of which they would not be 
compelled to adopt the Byzantine 
rite but would be permitted to pre-
serve many of their familiar, West-
ern liturgical forms. These forms, 
of course, had to be cleansed of 
certain non-Orthodox doctrinal ac-
cretions. In 1958, Fr. Paul joined Frs. 
Stephen Upson, Alexander Schme-

mann and John Meyendorff on the 
newly convened Antiochian West-
ern Rite Commission. In the same 
year, he took up the new position 
of Vicar General of Western Rite 
Orthodoxy in North America until 
his retirement. In short, Fr. Paul was 
instrumental in the creation of the 
Antiochian Western Rite, and its ex-
pansion owes much to him.1

He was a member of the organizing 
committee that drew up the consti-
tution for The Standing Conference 
of Canonical Orthodox Bishops in 
America (SCOBA) – an organization 
which, for the first time, brought to-
gether regularly the Orthodox bish-
ops in the United States. Fr. Paul 
served as SCOBA’s General Secre-
tary for ten years and served on its 
Study and Planning Commission. 
His influence in SCOBA has been 
profound – although not even Fr. 
Paul’s genius could breathe much 
life into that moribund body.

Fr. Paul was one of American Or-
thodoxy’s most intellectually acute 
voices in the ecumenical arena. He 
served as a member of the General 
Board of the National Council of 
Churches, and can lay claim to be-
ing a founding member of the Or-
thodox/Anglican, and Orthodox/
National Polish Catholic theologi-
cal dialogues. More significantly, Fr. 
Paul was also one of the founding 
members of the Eastern Orthodox/
Roman Catholic Theological Con-
sultation of North America. Let us 
recall that in the 1950s, it required 
considerable courage on the part 
of Orthodox, but especially Cath-
olic, theologians to contemplate 
dialogue with one another in civil-
ity and respect. I recall my surprise 
(and pride) when I, still a graduate 
student, was invited by Fr. Paul to 
a meeting of the embryonic Con-
sultation at Fordham University. 

We met virtually in secret, lest the 
higher ecclesiastical powers hear of 
such meetings and squelch them. 
Times change! Some years ago, I 
heard that Pope John Paul II was 
asked about the state of theologi-
cal dialogue between Catholics and 
Orthodox worldwide. He paused 
for a moment and then replied: “It’s 
fine . . . in the United States.”

I do not believe the Consultation 
could have grown and flourished 
without Fr. Paul’s dedication and, 
at a meeting of the Consultation 
held soon after Fr. Paul’s death, 
the Roman Catholic members who 
knew him were one in praise of the 
quality of Fr. Paul’s contributions 
for over half a century. Indeed, my 
own membership on that Consul-
tation owes everything to Fr. Paul’s 
enthusiasm for “volunteerism,” for 
Fr. Paul volunteered me for more 
chores than I can easily remember, 
service on the Eastern Orthodox/
Roman Catholic Consultation be-
ing merely one of them.

I have touched upon but a few of 
Fr. Paul’s achievements, but let me 
cite another aspect of this man of 
many parts: his irrepressible sense 
of humor. This tale was told me by 
Fr. Paul himself many years ago. He 
and I shared an unvarnished love 
for Sayidna  ANTHONY (Bashir) of 
blessed memory, the Metropoli-
tan who had ordained Fr. Paul. As 
my mother used to say of Sayidna 
ANTHONY, “bimallî’l-kanîsa”: his 
presence fills the church. My love 
for Metropolitan ANTHONY re-
mains undimmed despite the times 
he obliged me to chauffer him to 
the airport (taking a taxi was no 
part of his vocabulary) and despite 
the occasions when, arriving on an 
errand to Sayidna’s residence on 
84th Street, he would sit me down 
to help him lick envelopes. That 

30   January 2015 The Word   31

Communities in Action



was the manner in which Archdioc-
esan correspondence was handled 
in those dark days.

On with the tale, however: when 
Sayidna ANTHONY arrived for a 
pastoral visit at Fr. Paul’s first par-
ish in Iron Mountain, Michigan, 
we must assume that the young, 
freshly ordained convert of part-
German ancestry wished to make a 
favorable impression on his reign-
ing prelate. They celebrated lit-
urgy together. At a juncture when 
Fr. Paul was to give Sayidna a hand 
cross, he could not locate one 
and, in desperation, handed him 
a large processional cross. Say-
idna ANTHONY then cried out, in 
a voice loud enough for the entire 
congregation to hear: “I need a 
cross, not a German war club!”

The young priest who could not 
find a hand cross grew into one 
of the great champions of Ortho-
doxy in the United States. He la-
bored tirelessly, and I know of no 
one who has advanced further, and 
with such elegance, the interests of 
his Church. His parish, his Archdio-
cese, and the Orthodox faithful in 
America and beyond are deeply in 

his debt. Their debt extends also 
to Fr. Paul’s spirited and gener-
ous Khouria Shirley for her faithful 
support of his priesthood, for her 
usually gracious acceptance of his 
frequent absences and distrac-
tions, and for her tact in dealing 
with Fr. Paul’s parishioners. I must 
also acknowledge Shirley’s and Fr. 
Paul’s many kindnesses to me and 
my wife Helen. We remain forever 
grateful.

Conversation with Fr. Paul was 
never less than intellectually stimu-
lating and entertaining, despite 
the fact that it was largely a mat-
ter of listening. He may have worn 
his learning lightly, but it was im-
mense. Few were the subjects, 
mundane or sacred, that he had 
not pondered and could not articu-
late with grace.

At the time of his retirement at 
age 86 and after 51 years at St. 
Mary’s, most of his congregation 
had known no other priest in their 
parish. His retirement seemed to 
upset the order of nature. Cer-
tainties in this life are few, and his 
flock had derived great comfort 
in knowing that Fr. Paul would be 

present, celebrating liturgy on 
Sundays and, when appropriate, 
baptizing their newborn (as well as 
others brought to Baptism through 
the good offices of the Holy Spirit, 
often with an assist from Fr. Paul), 
crowning in marriage their relatives 
and friends, contributing mightily 
to their mirth, consoling them in 
grief, and accompanying them on 
their last journey, at least part of 
the way.

Since 1951, when he assumed du-
ties at St. Mary’s, Fr. Paul loomed 
large as my pastor, mentor and 
friend. I shall celebrate his mem-
ory for more than a little while. I 
yield the last word, however, to Fr. 
Robert Stephanopoulos, Fr. Paul’s 
longtime colleague and friend, 
who, translating from the Greek, 
said to me soon after Fr. Paul’s 
passing: “A mighty oak has fallen.” 
He will rest in peace.

Robert M. Haddad

1.  Fr. Paul’s role in Western Rite Ortho-
doxy is detailed in the Wikipedia ar-
ticle at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Western_Rite_Orthodoxy.

St. Mary’s Church in Cambridge, Massachusetts, will 
welcome the Archdiocese to Boston for the 52nd Bien-
nial Archdiocese Convention, July 20–26, 2015. We 
will commemorate the hundredth anniversary of the 
falling asleep of St. RAPHAEL of Brooklyn, the first 
hierarch consecrated in North America, and the first 
“faithful son of Antioch” to be canonized in our coun-
try. He is commemorated as the “Good Shepherd of 
the Lost Sheep” because of his tireless work traveling 
across the continent planting churches, and baptizing, 
marrying, and ordaining as he went. He wore him-
self out in his labors, a beacon of hope for those he 
touched and an example of what it means to “take up 
your cross and follow me.”

We will welcome our new Father in Christ Metropolitan 
JOSEPH with joy and expectation to his first Conven-
tion as our Primate. All efforts are being made to see 
that this welcome will be fitting and worthy of him as 
he greets his Archdiocese gathered together as one, 
and as he presides in his role as our Chief  Shepherd 
for the first time. 

The Convention Committee, with its co-chairs, Mary 
Winstanley O’Connor and Raymond Sayeg, and doz-
ens of the faithful in Cambridge, has been hard at 
work for a year planning and organizing to see that the 
Convention exceeds all expectations. The hotel and 
venues for every event are secured. No detail is being 
overlooked. The city of Boston with its history, culture 
and architecture will provide a wonderful context for 
our time together.

Thanks to the gracious generosity of George Papasta-
matiou of Byzantine Artworks in Newtonville, Massa-
chusetts, the Convention chapel will be adorned with 
mock-ups of the marble church furnishings (from the 
Holy Altar and iconostasis, to the Bishop’s throne and 
chanter’s stand) that will be placed in the magnificent 
Greek Orthodox Church of St. Demetrius in Weston, 
Massachusetts. These beautiful facsimiles will enhance 
our worship experience together at the Hynes Conven-
tion Center. (When the Convention ends, these mock-
ups will be sent to the Orthodox Church of Uganda 
to adorn one of their nascent parishes.) Mr. Papasta-
matiou will also provide the iconography,  including 

large canvases that will adorn the walls of the chapel 
and the icons for the iconostasis and sanctuary. We 
are most grateful for his generosity and invite you to 
visit his website at http://www.byzantine artworks.com.

Below is the schedule for the Convention from the 
Convention web page, http://www.acboston2015.
com/. Here you will find all the information you need 
to register for the Convention and for a room at the 
beautiful Sheraton Boston Hotel. This hotel is located 
in the famous Copley Square, a well-known center of 
culture, dining, and shopping, and is close to the heart 
of Boston’s historical venues.

We hope that you will join us for this historic event.

We will be blessed to hear His Eminence share his vi-
sion of what we must do to live our faith and preach 
the Gospel in America in the 21st Century. We already 
know of his dream to see retreat centers and camps 
in every diocese and Antiochian monasteries dotting 
our land. This is a prophetic dream, a big dream, and 
we must come together and work very hard to see 
it come to fruition. The assembled Archdiocese with 
all its talent will be given the opportunity to dialogue 
with him and our other beloved hierarchs.

Although we often think of saints as those who come 
to be admired by all, it is truer that “the gift of sanctity 
makes it possible for them to admire everybody else,” 
as Thomas Merton says. Saints are beautiful, Christ-
like souls, who do not seek respect as much as they 
are gracious in giving it. They become exemplars to us 
because they love and because they give unselfishly 
of themselves. St. Raphael left a legacy of caring and 
compassion that shines like a beacon to those who 
are suffering and in need of God’s love. We rightly 
commemorate him in the Proskomedia with the other 
great saints throughout the ages. St. Mary’s is honored 
to be hosting the Convention that will honor him.

The saints are what they are, not because their sanc-
tity makes them admirable to others, but because the 
gift of sainthood makes it possible for them to admire 
everybody else. 

Thomas Merton

PLANNING PROCEEDS FOR THE 52ND BIANNUAL ARCHDIOCESE

Convention in Boston
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ORDAINED

TANNOUS, Deacon Gabriel (Jabra), to the holy priesthood by Bishop BASIL on Sunday, November 2, 
2014, at the Church of St. Anthony the Great in Spring, Texas. Father Gabriel is completing his final 
year of theological studies at St.Vladimir’s Seminary and expected to graduate in May 2015.

ELEVATED

ALLEN, Priest Stephen, to the dignity of Archpriest by Bishop ALEXANDER on August 24, 2014, at Ss. 
 Peter and Paul Church in Charlottetown, Prince Edward  Island.

MARX, Deacon Meletios, of St. Joseph Church in Houston, Texas, to the rank and dignity of Archdea-
con by Bishop BASIL on Saturday, November 8,  2014, at St. Joseph Church in Houston, Texas.

ARCHDIOCESAN OFFICE
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For more information please visit www.antiochian.org/music
or contact chris farha – chrisfarha@cox.net
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CHRIST IS RISEN!CHRIST IS RISEN!
CHRIST IS RISEN!CHRIST IS RISEN!CHRIST IS RISEN!
CHRIST IS RISEN!CHRIST IS RISEN!Hymns of Great and Holy Pascha

Vocal Technique
Conducting & Chant Instruction

� e Glory of Pascha
Iconography & Hymnography

Sacred Foods of Pascha
Youth Music Ministry Program 

thursday february 5, to sunday february 8, 2015 

s t.  j o h n  t h e  e va n g e l i s t  c h u r c h ,  o r i n d a ,  c a

institute
Sacred

institute
Sacred
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14th annual west coast

Summer  2015  Dates  

Session  1  (1-‐week):  June  14-‐21  

Session  1:  June  14-‐26  

Byzan>ne  Chant  Camp:  June  14-‐26  

Session  2:  June  28-‐July  10  

Session  3:  July  12-‐24  

Iconography  Camp:  July  12-‐20  

Summer  2015  Dates

Session  1  (1-‐week):  June  14-‐21

Session  1:  June  14-‐26

Byzan>ne  Chant  Camp:  June  14-‐26  

Session  2:  June  28-‐July  10

Session  3:  July  12-‐24

Iconography  Camp:  July  12-‐20  

Summer 2015 Dates 
Session 1 (1 week): June 14-21 
Session 1: June 14-26 
Byzantine Chant Camp: June 14-26 
Session 2: June 28-July 10 
Session 3: July 12-24 
Iconography Camp: July 12-20 
Session 4: July 26-August 7

Register   online at www.avcamp.org

Antiochian Village Camp 

Give the gift of camp this holiday season!  Antiochian Village Camp 
Registration opens the week of December 8 for Summer 2015!

Winter Camp — February 13–16

During Presidents Day weekend, we will have Winter Camp for 
campers in grades 7–12. We are excited to have Dn. Nick Belcher 
as our speaker! He is the Dean of Students at Hellenic College / 
Holy Cross Seminary in Boston, Massachusetts, and a deacon at St. 
G eorge Church in West Roxbury, Massachusetts. Dn. Nick will lead 
three sessions about “Becoming Soldiers for Christ” and teach us 
how to live a Christian life in the world today. We will get to play in 
the snow, go ice-skating, and sledding, we hope! We will worship 
together and meet new friends as we connect with old friends, too. 
It’s a fun weekend … a mini summer-camp, just a lot colder!

CRAVE (College Retreat at Antiochian Village) —
February 27–March 1

Want to get away from the grind of mid-terms, exams, and study-
ing? Want to meet other Orthodox College Students from different 
backgrounds? Want to refocus your spiritual life? Well you’re in 
luck! This year we will host our fi rst ever CRAVE! College  Retreat 
at Antiochian Village is a weekend retreat for all college and 
 university students. Fr. Anthony Yazge, Marek Simon, and Chris 
Shadid will talk about “Standing at the Foot of the Cross,” a Lent-
en retreat focused on following Christ. So if you want a little break 
from your classes, come join us for a weekend full of fellowship, 
worship, and learning!

AV Service Weekend — May 15–17

Would you like the chance to serve the Church and get your hands 
a little dirty at the same time? Join us for Service Weekend and 
help us get the camp ready for our campers! You’ll spend the days 
working hard and the nights relaxing and enjoying fun and fellow-
ship. Everyone is welcome – teens, chaperones, advisors, alumni, 
and friends … and help us get ready for another camping season! 

Family Camp — May 22–25

Over Memorial Day Weekend, we will host Family Camp! It is a 
great opportunity to get away with your family, and spend a week-
end living together in a cabin! We will have a keynote speaker 
for the adults, while our summer staff will have activities for the 
kids. During the days, we will have lots of fun activities for  families 
to do together, such as swimming, sports, our Ropes Course, 
 canoeing, and so much more! So come join us for a weekend, and 
give your whole family (grandparents, uncles, and aunts too!) a 
golden  opportunity to grow closer together in a Christ-centered 
 environment!

If you have any questions, please visit www.avcamp.org, call the 
offi ce at 724-238-9565, or e-mail us at campoffi ce@antiochianvil-
lage.org. We hope to see you soon!

UPCOMING EVENTS AT 
ANTIOCHIAN VILLAGE CAMP
Temperatures may be getting colder, but things 

are heating up here at the Village this winter! 
We’ve got a lot of great events coming up, and 

we’d love for you to join us!

DAILY DEVOTIONS
FEBRUARY 2015

V. Rev. Fr. George Alberts

1. 2 TIMOTHY 3:10–15; LUKE 18:10–14

2. HEBREWS 7:7–17; LUKE 2:22–40    

  PRESENTATION OF CHRIST

3. 2 PETER 2:9–22; MARK 13:14–23

4. 2 PETER 3:1–18; MARK 13:24–31

5. 1 JOHN 1:8–2:6; MARK 13:31–14:2

6. 1 JOHN 2:7–17; MARK 14:3–9

7. 2 TIMOTHY 3:1–9; LUKE 20:46–21:4

8. 1 CORINTHIANS 6:12–20; LUKE 15:11–32

9. 1 JOHN 2:18–3:10; MARK 11:1–11

10.  1 JOHN 3:11–20; MARK 14:10–42

11. 1 JOHN 3:21–4:6; MARK 14:43–15:1 (FAST)

12. 1 JOHN 4:20–5:21; MARK 15:1–15

13. 2 JOHN 1:1–13; MARK 15:22–25, 33–41 (FAST)

14. 1 CORINTHIANS 10:23–28;

  LUKE 21:8–9, 25–27, 33–36

15. 1 CORINTHIANS 8:8–9:2; MATTHEW 25:31–46

16.  3 JOHN 1:1–15; LUKE 19:29–40, 22:7–37 

(FAST)

17. JUDE 1:1–10; LUKE 22:39–42, 45–23:1 (FAST)

18.   JOEL 2:12–26; JOEL 3:12–21 (FAST)

19. JUDE 1:11–25; LUKE 23:–34, 44–56 (FAST)

20.  ZECHARIAH 8:7–17; ZECHARIAH 8:19–23 

(FAST)

21.  ROMANS 14:19–26; MATTHEW 6:1–13 (FAST)

22.  ROMANS 13:11–14:4; MATTHEW 6:14–21 

(FAST)

23.  ISAIAH 1:1–2O; GENESIS 1:1–13;

  PROVERBS 1:1–20 (GREAT LENT BEGINS)

24. ISAIAH 1:19–2:4; GENESIS 1:14–23;

  PROVERBS 1:20–33 (FAST)

25.   ISAIAH 2:3–11; GENESIS 1:24–2:3;

  PROVERBS 2:1–22 (FAST)

26. ISAIAH 2:11–21; GENESIS 2:4–19;

  PROVERBS 3:1–18 (FAST)

27. ISAIAH 3:1–15; GENESIS 2:20–3:20;

  PROVERBS 3:19–34 (FAST)

28. HEBREWS 1:1–12; MARK 2:23–3:5 (FAST)
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THE WORD
358 Mountain Road

PO Box 5238
Englewood, NJ 07631-5238

The Order supports youth in many ways: 
Project Mexico 

Summer Camp Scholarships 
College Conferences 

Teen SOYO Special Olympics 
SOYO Leadership Training 

Treehouse 
Christian Education 

Balamand Education Foundation 
Married Seminarian Assistance 

and more … 
For more information call 201-871-1355,  

or e-mail: theorder@antiochian.org  
or visit www.orderofstignatius.org.

BEGIN THE JOURNEY
TAKE THE FIRST STEP AND JOIN THE ORDER

This commitment will be a lifetime one  
and will in no way diminish my support of my local parish.


