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ABSTRACT

In 1965, Fr Alexander Schmemann outlined a program of renewal designed to empower
Orthodox Christianity in North America to overcome the degrading influence of secularism on
Church life. Despite much success in several areas, Schmemann’s program remains incomplete.
In particular, the Orthodox parish has yet to regain what Schmemann calls its “missionary
character” according to which the parish must learn to relate to the wider world and its needs
as servant, rather than as beneficiary. This project seeks to complete what remains incomplete
by exploring biblical, patristic, and missiological perspectives on the commandment found
throughout Scripture to “seek justice.” In addition, this project relies on data collected through
survey work designed to explore and quantify the following among Orthodox Christians:
i. basic attitudes toward social action,
ii. sources of personal beliefs about social action, and
iii. actual and potential sources of motivation for increasing personal involvement in
social action.
Using these biblical, theological, and empirical resources, this project develops a new model of
ministry in two parts: (1) a “moral theology” that promotes a deeper and more inviting
understanding of ministry to the poor and suffering from an Orthodox perspective, and (2) a set
of five basic principles for strengthening parish commitment to the two coequal liturgies of the
Church—the eucharistic Liturgy celebrated at the holy altar, and what Orthodox missiologists
call the “liturgy after the Liturgy” of compassionate ministry to the stranger and the neglected.
The goal of the new model is to replace what Schmemann calls the false ideal of “serving the
parish” with a strong movement toward creating “servant parishes” devoted to providing relief
and solidarity to those in need.
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Chapter 1
Introduction: The Servant Parish, Seeking Justice

This project is a contribution to the literature of encouragement. Specifically, this project
represents an effort to encourage Orthodox parishes to strengthen their support of the poor, the
sick, and the suffering. And if other non-Orthodox Christian communities largely embrace an
Orthodox understanding of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, then this present study is for them
as well.
Holy Scripture loudly and clearly commands the Christian to serve those in need of
mercy and material help. Those who deny that compassion of this sort is a requirement of the
baptized cannot with any credibility call themselves Christian. Disagreements about the details
might arise, but the direction of the Lord’s instructions is clear: “as you did it to one of the least
of these my brethren, you did it to me,” says the Son of Man at the Last Judgment.1
Still, Orthodox parishes are better known for the peculiarity of their piety than for the
strength of their humanitarian service. Although every Orthodox Christian knows what to do,
in a general sense, it is still the case that Orthodox parishes are not among the leaders in the
community on matters relating to poverty, suffering, and basic justice for the mistreated. In
North America, Orthodox parishes largely stand apart, allowing other Christian traditions to
take the lead. One might incorrectly conclude from this that Orthodox Christianity has nothing
special to add to the general conversation in the wider culture about correcting injustice. One
might even suspect that Orthodox Christians are vulnerable to a kind of pietism that leads them
to greatly emphasize the life of prayer over the life of active compassion. This project begins by
strongly protesting any such criticism.
If ministry to the poor and suffering is largely dormant in Orthodox parishes, this is so
because of correctable conditions at the local level. Perhaps the parish is overfocused on the
“three B’s” of bills, budgets, and buildings. Perhaps the parish is simply unsure how to open
itself more widely to the needs of the community. Perhaps the parish lacks able leadership.
Whatever the cause, the cure is nearby. Orthodox Christianity is not silent on the matter: “Go
and do likewise” says Christ at the end of the parable of the good Samaritan.2
And we can go and do likewise because our Lord has done so already. As in all things,
our good guide is Jesus Christ. At the heart of this project is the conviction that Orthodox
Christology does not just flower into right worship (doxologia), it also flowers into loving service
(diakonia). What the typical Orthodox parish needs is some help in recovering the Church’s
vision of the connection between Christian belief and Christian living. Perhaps every Christian

1

Matthew 25:41.

2

Luke 10:37.
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knows “what to do” in the moral sense, but not every Christian knows why these are the good
things to do. Understanding the “why” alongside the “what,” however, is the key to
strengthening parish ministry to the poor.
This chapter will introduce the concept of a “servant parish.” The introduction begins,
however, with a realistic reflection on the general health of Orthodox Christianity in North
America. The reflection will raise some alarms, but it will also point out that the Orthodox
Church is strongly positioned to take some huge leaps forward in the years to come.

1. Orthodoxy in North America: hope or hype?
Orthodox Christianity in North America is at risk of becoming one of the greatest
underachievers in the history of the Church. Reliable statistics on historical trends in the United
States are hard to find, but recent research by Alexei Krindatch and others has confirmed the
following two statements:
(1) The number of Orthodox Christians in North America is a great deal smaller than is
typically self-reported by the various Orthodox jurisdictions.3
(2) Any growth in the number of Orthodox Christians in North America over time is mostly
negligible.4
In 2010, Krindatch estimated that the total population of Orthodox Christians, both Eastern and
Oriental, is about 1,044,000. Eastern Orthodox Christians, of all jurisdictions, as a subpopulation
number only 799,400. These figures are much lower than, say, the total of 2 million self-reported by
the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America alone (whose actual 2010 population was 476,900) or
the 1 million by the Orthodox Church in America (whose actual 2010 population was 84,900). See
Alexei Krindatch, “2010 US Orthodox Christian Census,”
<http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/research/2010-usorthodox-census.pdf>, August 1, 2019.
Before Krindatch’s research, Mark Stokoe and Leonid Kishkovsky similarly noted in 1995 that
the larger numbers often self-reported by Orthodox jurisdictions could not be correct since,
according to recent census data, Orthodox Christians represent less than 1% of the total United
States population, making 2 million the most reasonable generous estimate. See Orthodox Christians
in North America (1794 - 1994), page 5, <https://oca.org/cdn/PDFs/ dept-archives/orthodox-christiansna.pdf>, August 1, 2019.
3

Michael Namee provides a useful summary in “Historical Census Data for Orthodoxy in
America “ <http://orthodoxhistory.org/2010/10/11/historical-census-data-for-orthodoxy-in-america/>,
August 1, 2019. The United States Census Bureau conducted a census of all religious bodies in
America in 1906, 1916, 1926, and 1936. Here is a summary of the data.
4

Year
1906
1916

Orthodox
129,606
249,840

Total US population Orthodox, as % of US Total
84.5 million
0.1%
102 million
0.25%

2

In the data that describes religious life in America, the “One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic
Church” has never amounted to more than a statistical blip, representing year in and year out
an unimpressive share of the United States population (about 0.25%). The researcher Amy
Slagle observes that “Orthodox Christianity typically receives little more than an honorable
mention in most traditional histories of religion in America.”5 And given the stubbornly flat
growth of its population over time, the Orthodox Church will have trouble shaking this “also
ran” reputation.
But it was not supposed to be this way. In the second half of the twentieth century, an
exciting enthusiasm filled the Orthodox world. There was the sense that the Orthodox Church
was beginning to shed its tired image as an old-world holdover and to press its claim as “the”
Church in North America, poised to bring the apostolic preaching of Jesus Christ to a new
vineyard, ripe for harvest. Waves of new clergy, nurtured by dynamic seminaries, breathed life
into flagging parishes. Mission churches were opened. Increasingly, worship was offered in
English. Accessible books about the Orthodox faith were written and published. And
Orthodox parishes began to welcome adults, families, and sometimes entire congregations into
the fullness of the faith. Orthodoxy was no longer wrongly viewed as an immigrant
eccentricity. Word was getting out, and North Americans of all backgrounds were becoming
Orthodox Christians.
These first sparks did not lead to a “big bang.” After what was arguably a period of
robust growth, Orthodoxy has settled into a pattern that is considerably less dynamic. For
certain there are pockets of admirable success here and there. Church plants have become
stable and life-giving assemblies. Moribund parishes have experienced rebirth. Individuals
have been transformed by the Gospel of Jesus Christ expressed through Holy Tradition within
the Orthodox Church. But if we ignore some of the splendid trees for a moment, it is hard to
deny that the forest looks much more stressed than predicted. Each Orthodox jurisdiction is
concerned to solve the bedeviling dynamics of decline. Each bishop is aware of at least a

1926
1936

259,394
348,025

117.4 million
128.1 million

0.22%
0.27%

In 1947, the Christian Herald attempted another similar census, but in this case the various
Orthodox jurisdictions were asked to self-report their membership totals. The total found by the
Christian Herald was 702,273, which no doubt is a number that cannot be trusted. But even if the total
Orthodox population in the United States doubled between 1936 and 1947, this means that between
1947 and 2010, the total Orthodox population only increased by another 97,127, while the total US
population moved from 144.1 million to 309 million. Expressed as percentage of the total US
population, the population of Orthodox Christians declined from 0.5% in 1947 to 0.26% in 2010.
Amy Slagle, The Eastern Church in the Spiritual Marketplace: American Conversions to Orthodox
Christianity, (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2011), 8.
5
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handful of parishes (if not more) that struggle to stay open. Some dioceses in North America
have fewer people than even a single Baptist congregation in the nearest big city.
Orthodox Christianity in North America is at a crossroads. Two paths seem open at the
moment. For certain there is the path of ignominious decline. Like a first-round pick that never
plays a single game, the Orthodox Church might someday be viewed as an underachiever who
could not find a way to translate his talents from draft lottery to playing field. But the other
path is the path we always hoped for: the path that leads to new life in Christ for the hundreds
of millions who hunger for the spiritual riches that have been handed to us, through the ages,
by our Lord himself, through the Apostles.
Not everyone would agree that the Church in North America is facing the critical choice
just described. But that is where this project begins. Either we are doing the Lord’s will, or we
are under judgment, and it is worth returning again and again to the question, “But are we in
fact doing the Lord’s will?” In the rest of this first chapter, we will argue that, yes, we are doing
so, but only incompletely. At the same time, we will be careful to point out that we are not so
far from eliminating this incompleteness and becoming the good and faithful stewards needed
by Christ in the vineyards of North America.
As mentioned, the Orthodox Church was poised to witness a big bang of sorts in the
closing decades of the twentieth century. The preparation laid down by our missionary saints
in the preceding centuries was carried valiantly toward the goal line by episcopal and seminary
leaders in the Cold War era. But in recent years, we fumbled. The explosive growth of
Orthodoxy—its outsized impact on a wider culture that is dying for an experience of the
kingdom—did not materialize as many expected. And worse, we seem beset by a sticky morale
problem: many now wonder whether Orthodoxy is too exotic, ambitious, or demanding to be
embraced by North Americans.
This project will argue that the anticipated big bang was not a bad prediction. The
expansion of the mission is merely a bit delayed. Moreover, the momentum built up during the
Cold War era was no illusion. The enthusiasm among Orthodox Christians was not
misplaced—neither then, nor now, in fact. Yes, we could steer the Church down a pathway to
impotence if we are not careful. And yes, a course correction is needed so that the better path is
rejoined. But the correction is not a jarring and painful one.
The good news is that for several decades the Church in North America has moved
strongly in the direction of “good Liturgy.” Our churches succeed admirably at opening the
kingdom to all who liturgically “draw near in faith and love.” The bad news, however, is that
we have neglected to work just as strenuously on what several Orthodox writers call “the
liturgy after the Liturgy.”6

Coined in 1975 by Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos, the expression “the liturgy after the
Liturgy” was popularized especially by Fr Ion Bria. See, for example, the essays in The Liturgy after
the Liturgy: Mission and Witness from an Orthodox Perspective, (Geneva: World Council of Churches
Publications, 1996).
6
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The dynamics of the liturgy go beyond the boundaries of the eucharistic assembly to serve
the community at large. The eucharistic liturgy is not an escape into an inner realm of
prayer, a pious turning away from social realities; rather, it calls and sends the faithful to
celebrate “the sacrament of the brother” outside the temple in the public marketplace, where
the cries of the poor and marginalized are heard.7

The Church breathes us in so that we might encounter Christ in the mysteries of prayer and
worship. But the Church also breathes us out, so that—in the powerful words of Archbishop
Anastasios Yannoulatos—each of the faithful might “continue a personal ‘Liturgy’ on the secret
altar of his own heart, to realize a living proclamation of the good news ‘for the sake of the
whole world’.”8 Archbishop Anastasios urges us to remember that the eucharistic Liturgy and
the “liturgy after the Liturgy” depend on one another.

Without this continuation the Liturgy remains incomplete. Since in the Eucharistic event we
are incorporated in Him who came to serve the world and to be sacrificed for it, we have to
express in concrete diakonia, in community life, our new being in Christ, the Servant of all.
The sacrifice of the Eucharist must be extended in personal sacrifices for the people in need,
the brothers for whom Christ died. Since the Liturgy is the participation in the great event of
liberation from the demonic powers, then the continuation of Liturgy in life means a
continuous liberation from the powers of the evil that are working inside us; a continual
reorientation and openness to insights and efforts aimed at liberating human persons from
all demonic structures of injustice, exploitation, agony, loneliness, and at creating real
communion of persons in love.9

The Church still needs to answer this call to serve the “liturgy after the Liturgy” with the same
joy and vigor that characterizes the full bloom of its worship life. This is the work that remains
to be done. Without this additional work, the Church will remain disconnected from the wider
world and, tragically, will become susceptible to repeating past patterns: in time, the beauty of
“our liturgy” will fade and become unrecognizable as an expression of the Gospel to the wider
world that only knew us as an isolated, inward-looking group.
This project is an effort to call the Church in North America to honor the commandment
given again and again in holy Scripture to “do good, seek justice.”10 We do many things well in
7

Ion Bria, The Liturgy after the Liturgy, 20.

Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos, Mission in Christ’s Way, (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross
Orthodox Press, 2010), 95.
8

9

Ibid., 95–96.

10

Isaiah 1:17.

5

the Orthodox Church, as we will review below. No one proclaims the Gospel of Jesus Christ as
we do, but it is not enough to proclaim the good news to others. Like Christ himself, we must
also become good news for those who suffer. This is the one thing we still struggle to do well.
We honor the commandment to love God with all that we have (Deuteronomy 6), but we must
work harder at fulfilling the commandment to love our neighbors as ourselves (Leviticus 19).
This is what holds us back as the Church in North America.

2. The stubborn persistence of a spiritual crisis
This project is not about the work of Fr Alexander Schmemann, but Fr Schmemann long
ago put his finger on a problem that still endangers Church life in North America. It is useful to
begin by reviewing Schmemann’s diagnosis of this problem, and to review his strategy for
solving it.
Fr Schmemann wrote these words in 1965, at the dawn of a period of vigorous and
inspired work on behalf of Orthodoxy in America.

At the risk of shocking many good people I cannot, in all honesty and sincerity,
conceal my firm conviction that Orthodoxy in America is in the midst of a serious
spiritual crisis which endangers its very existence as Orthodoxy. 11

From someone like Fr Schmemann, whose legacy is full of profound and impassioned
explorations of the joy and beauty of Orthodox Christianity, these words might seem out of
character and unduly dark. But in many ways the whole of his pastoral and academic career is
best seen as an all-out attempt to move the Orthodox Church away from the brink to which, to
his eyes in 1965, it stood so perilously close. The joy and beauty of Orthodoxy are captured
with such power by Fr Schmemann precisely because joy and beauty are the weapons that will
defeat the forces that give rise to the “spiritual crisis” which concerns him so gravely.
The crisis to which Fr Schmemann points in 1965 is a widespread necrosis within the
Church where what was once alive is now remanded to the charnel house of dead aspirations.
In America, in the twentieth century, Orthodoxy is widely considered “impossible” by the
clergy and laity alike. The life-giving demands of liturgical and personal prayer have been
reduced to a Sunday-only obligation. Gone is the holy rhythm of continual preparation and
fulfillment. In its place is the minimalism of fitting church into a prescribed hour in an
otherwise churchless week. Gone is the canonical and humanitarian vision of the Church, one

Alexander Schmemann, "Problems of Orthodoxy in America: III. The Spiritual Problem," St
Vladimir's Theological Quarterly, Vol. 9, No. 4 (1965), 171–193, at 171. Hereafter the article will be
referred to in the text of the paper as “The Spiritual Problem.”
11
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designed to make us perfect even as our heavenly Father is perfect. In its place is the new
conviction that the historical vision of the Church amounts today to, at best, an obsolete
overreach. At worst, the Church’s call to worship and holiness is suspected to be something
dehumanizing—orthogonal to the more enlightened vision of a humanity that is healthy,
wealthy, and wise.
The crisis, of course, is a symptom. The cause of the crisis according to Fr Schmemann is
secularism. Because of secularism, the possible has become impossible. The way of the cross,
lived alongside Christ in his Church, is in danger of being discarded in favor of a more
accommodating cultural outlook in which potential sources of meaning are both multiplied and
leveled. The multiplication occurs as more and more parts of human experience and culture are
viewed as autonomous—as having meaning and possessing truth apart from any connection to
Christ and his kingdom. The leveling occurs as more and more we accept the idea that each
human person can “make meaning” by assembling a basket of values that are choiceworthy
according to personal preference.
It is important to emphasize that secularism according to Fr Schmemann is not the
rejection of faith and religious conviction. Secularism is the outlook that faith is but one of many
potential and autonomous sources of meaning and value for the human being. Faith has its
place, potentially, in the life of an individual. Nevertheless, at best, faith is but one gadget in
the tool box for constructing a “meaningful” life. The spiritual crisis to which Fr Schmemann
points in 1965 is caused by the acceptance of secularism, even among Christians.
Fifty years after the publication of “The Spiritual Problem,” can we say that Orthodoxy
has averted the crisis described by Fr Schmemann? For certain there are times and places where
the Holy Spirit has enlivened both persons and communities to measure the worth of all things
according to God’s own life and intentions. This has always been the case, no matter whether
life in the wider Church can be called flowering, decadent, or something in between. But the
more recent publication of A Secular Age by Charles Taylor makes a powerful case for the claim
that secularism, largely as Fr Schmemann understands the term, is the defining feature of the
present age in Europe and North America.12 In his magisterial review and interpretation of the
intertwining cultural trends between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries, Taylor has drawn
the academic world’s attention to the problem which long concerned Fr Schmemann.
And within the Church, the attitude remains pervasive that, though inspiring, the
Orthodox vision of life in Christ is an impossibility which must be scaled down to something
more compatible with the aspirations and sensibilities of twenty-first century North Americans.
The “spiritual problem” of Orthodox Christianity addressed by Fr Alexander in 1965 remains
even today a crisis that “endangers its very existence as Orthodoxy.”

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). See also the
helpful summary provided by James E. Smith in How (Not) to Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Press, 2014).
12
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3. The incompleteness of our ‘yes’ to the kingdom
But the crisis can be averted. And to avert the crisis, we do not need a new strategy, one
that differs from the work begun by Fr Schmemann. His basic project, described in this section,
was not ineffective, but merely incomplete. We have more work to do, as we will see.
Fr Schmemann famously told Fr Thomas Hopko (also in 1965) that when he someday
dies, the memoriam written for his burial should summarize his life as “two ‘nos’ and one
‘yes’.”13 The first ‘no’ emphasized by Fr Schmemann is the ‘no’ we must say to secularism, as
described above. The second ‘no’—strange as it may sound—is the ‘no’ we must say to religion.
By this, Schmemann means religion in the reduced and thin sense of “help.” As secularism
more deeply informs the general cultural outlook, faith becomes just one more way of helping
the human person achieve fulfilment, defined in terms largely disconnected from the life of
God. When the wider culture is secular, faith does not disappear. Faith reduces to a form of
self-help. Religion becomes one more tool, no better or worse than all the others, for helping the
human being overcome all his perceived problems.
The ‘yes’ tirelessly emphasized by Fr Schmemann is a ‘yes’ to the kingdom. It is a ‘yes’
to the redeemed life of this fallen world which we can now experience within the Church
because of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God. It is a ‘yes’
to eschatology—to the experience of the kingdom which is both already and not yet. It is a ‘yes’
to the life which God offers, not just on Sunday morning, but which is made available each
moment and in each place. Wherever we may be, we can breathe the air of the kingdom—we
can touch the joy of communion with Christ, we can be quickened by the ongoing activity of the
Holy Spirit.
In “The Spiritual Problem,” Fr Schmemann points to specific ways we must once again
say ‘yes’ to the kingdom. In the parish in particular, he notes that our goal should be to restore
the experience of God—the experience of the reality that we are not of this world, so that as
Christians we might go into the world and do the work which righteousness requires.

"My soul thirsteth for God, for the living God . . ." (Ps. 42:2): this and only this is religion.
And the parish as parish, i.e., as Church has no other task, no other purpose but to reveal, to
manifest, to announce, this Living God so that men may know Him, love Him and then, find
in Him their real vocations and tasks.14

This restoration of the parish must occur on three levels, argues Fr Schmemann. First, there
must be a restoration of the experience of God in the liturgical life of Orthodox parishes. The
second level of restoration is educational—the Orthodox faithful must learn, not just what the
services “mean” and “do,” but also how the Holy Spirit has guided the Church to express its
13

Thomas Hopko,“Two Nos and One Yes.” St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 28 (1984): 45–48.

14

Schmemann, “Spiritual Problem,” 187–188.
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timeless faith in Christ in the past so that the Church can better discern how the Gospel must be
proclaimed anew today. The third level is the level of mission: the Church must rediscover the
nature of her calling to be good news to the world around it—her mission is “to help God's
work wherever it is to be helped.”15
One can make the case that since 1965 the restoration called for by Fr Schmemann has
occurred on the first two of these levels. In the half-century since the publication of “The
Spiritual Problem,” there has been an explosion of fruitful work within liturgical theology—led
by Fr Schmemann and his colleagues and students—that has helped the Church in North
America to regain the vision that, in the first place, the Church is a worshipping Church. And
at the level of education, the track record is also encouraging. At the start of the 1960s there
were very few English-language resources available to set forth the story and teachings of
Orthodox Christianity, but since then an expanding bibliography of titles has inaugurated a
swell of interest in learning more about Orthodoxy so that, today, there is an impressive
constellation of resources for communicating the Orthodox message. Hundreds if not
thousands of books have been published by a growing number of Orthodox presses,
supplemented by a vigorous inter-jurisdictional effort by a number of players to ensure that the
internet is populated with podcasts, videos, and lectures that can “be all things to all men.”16
And many parishes faithfully organize retreats and lectures in the hope of deepening the
world’s awareness and understanding of the saving Gospel of Jesus Christ.
To be sure, liturgical and educational renewal needs to continue, but progress on those
levels is evident. Still needed, however, is work on the third level. Perhaps the main reason the
critique expressed by Fr Schmemann in 1965 still sounds so timely in 2019 is that the Orthodox
Church has yet to achieve parallel gains in restoring its missionary character. In particular, as
Schmemann urges, it is the local parish where this rebirth must take place. The local eucharistic
community must find and dedicate itself to its true calling. Such a calling has nothing to do
with the conventional parish concerns of ethnicity and solvency. Neither is the Church’s calling
fully captured by the obligation to “hatch, match, and dispatch,”17 all according to the approved
canons and fee schedules. The purpose of the Church is to enable each Christian to fulfill the
twin summaries of God’s good law: to fulfill the commandments to love God with all that we
have, and to love the neighbor as ourselves.
But it is the mission of loving the neighbor that is missing, or severely underdeveloped,
in most Orthodox parishes in North America. Renewing our commitment to this mission is
critical if we hope to recover the Church’s sense of missionary calling and, thereby, to help deal
a fatal blow to the controlling presence of secularism over our identity as Orthodox believers in
Jesus Christ. Our ‘yes’ to the kingdom will remain incomplete until parishes across North
America rededicate themselves to “the liturgy after the Liturgy”—to the biblical commandment
expressed time and again to seek justice.
15
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This project begins with the conviction that a new effort is needed to complete the
project Fr Schmemann first sketched in 1965, and which he pursued with such force in his
ministry. The Church is now called to stay on target, and to complete the ‘yes’ which Fr
Schmemann urged us to say to the kingdom of Christ. The renewal of parish life, in particular,
has not been ineffective; it is merely incomplete. With power we now say ‘yes’ to the kingdom
liturgically, and we also say ‘yes’ to the kingdom with tremendous vigor at the level of
catechesis and education, having enjoyed something of a golden age of Orthodox scholarship
and apologetics for several decades. But that third ‘yes’ is still needed: to ensure that the
experience of God is available to all, the parish must recover its “missionary character,” as Fr
Schmemann writes. “And by this I mean primarily a shift from the selfish self-centeredness of
the modern parish to the concept of the parish as servant.”18 The parish must learn once again to
serve God, and both the clergy and the faithful must kill the prevalent attitude that “each parish
must first take care of itself”:

If a man says "I won't help the poor because I must first take care of myself" we call it
selfishness and term it a sin. If a parish says it and acts accordingly we consider it
Christian—but as long as this "double standard" is accepted as a self-evident norm, as long
as all this is praised and glorified as good and Christian at innumerable parish banquets and
"affairs", the parish betrays rather than serves God.19

Restoring the full experience of God in the Church will remain an unreachable goal until the
land is populated with servant parishes.

4. The servant parish project
The goal of this project is to help parishes recover this “missionary character” of “parish
as servant.” As Fr Schmemann cautioned in 1965, it is still too easy to view the parish as the
recipient and beneficiary of our labors. The reverse must be the case: the parish must be viewed
as agent, not recipient—the agent which delivers the kingdom to others. The parish must not be
the passive object of our efforts to love God and to love our neighbor as ourselves. Rather, the
parish must be the subject which acts decisively and sacrificially in love on behalf of others,
indeed “for the life of the world.”
Specifically, this project is dedicated to helping parishes become servants of those whom
Christ calls “the least of these my brethren.”20 If our liturgical life is the primary way we
18
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express our love of God, then compassionate action on behalf of the weak and the afflicted is the
primary way we express our love of the neighbor. Arguably, we do the first quite well, but too
often our efforts to respond to the suffering of others come up short. But this compassionate
reflex is precisely the element that is still lacking in Fr Schmemann’s vision of an Orthodox
parish that says ‘yes’ to the kingdom.
There are many terms associated with the sort of compassionate ministry to which we
are called. The best term is the biblical word ‘justice.’ The person or community of justice is
one that does not ignore or contribute to the suffering of the weak and neglected, but which is
moved by love to stand with those who suffer and to extend mercy, fellowship, and relief where
possible. This project maintains that the “parish as servant” is the parish which seeks to honor
the commandment in Isaiah 1:17 to “seek justice.”

5. “Come and see” evangelism is only a half measure
Thanks to the tireless and inspired work of so many in recent decades, the joy and
beauty of the kingdom has never been within such easy reach to so many. The quality of
Orthodox scholarship and evangelism, the heightened beauty of worship and iconography, and
the accessibility of patristic and monastic guidance—all this and more has opened up the typical
Orthodox parish so that all the world might more readily see the light of Jesus Christ as savior
and redeemer. The North American scene is a frustrating yet ebullient riot of “ways to be
Orthodox.” With its many overlapping jurisdictions and their corresponding pieties, the
Church in North America is less and less saddled by the bad baggage of ethnicity and,
remarkably, is creating a version of multiculturalism that is perfect for a melting pot continent.
The Churches of Russia and Constantinople might never resolve the ancient disagreement over
Chalcedon 28, but here in the “barbarian lands” it is a relief to see that Orthodox Christians can
take a break and see the humor in our competing answers to questions concerning head scarves,
facial hair, and whether candles are for the nave or narthex.
There is a playfulness that is fun to see in our increasingly pan-Orthodox context. It is
part of the process that, God willing, will yield a genuinely North American Orthodox Church
in the decades (or centuries) to come. And together with the very serious business of honoring
God with worship that makes the kingdom accessible for those who hunger and thirst for it,
there is joy that is so easy to touch in the typical Orthodox parish. The joy has always been
there, of course, but so much good work has been done to uncover and deliver that joy with
greater ease throughout the Church.
For this reason, Orthodox Christians are quick to endorse what we might call the “come
and see” model of evangelism and parish life. When the disciples of John the Baptist wished to
know where Christ was staying, the Lord invited them by saying “Come and see.”21 When the
skeptic Nathaniel doubted whether Jesus really was the one spoken of by Moses and the
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prophets, Philip responded in the same way, “Come and see.”22 And largely this is the general
strategy by which we offer Christ to the world. Rather than take the Gospel into the world,
either by word or by deed, we have become convinced that the surest way to enlarge the
Church in North America is to get more people to enter our churches and to read our books (or
listen to our podcasts, or view our lectures). We feel strongly that the Church still has the
power to take away one’s breath, even as it did in the tenth century when the Kievan emissaries
reported to Prince Vladimir that in Constantinople “we knew not whether we were in heaven or
on earth.”
The “come and see” strategy of evangelism and parish life is a natural response to the
good and ongoing work by those, like Fr Schmemann, who have helped so many to find once
again the fullness of the experience of God and his kingdom. It is evidence of their success that
we so easily adopt the “come and see” vision of life in the kingdom—when you find something
good, you want to share it. But in one important way, the Church in North America is now a
victim of this success. It is absolutely essential to underscore the joy and beauty of worship—
this is the main way by which we restore the experience of God, as Fr Schmemann urges. It is
essential, but it is not enough. An encounter with the risen Christ outside the four walls of a
parish church is “like unto it”—just as the love of neighbor is “like unto” our unbounded love
of God. It is not enough to get new people in the door. It is not enough to grow the arsenal of
podcasts and videos. It is not enough to spotlight our iconography, sharpen our apologetics, or
to improve the quality of Orthodox preaching and teaching. These are important, but only as
the right leg is important to the left leg. The “come and see” method is not enough. It must be
supplemented with a parallel strategy inspired by Christ’s words at the end of the parable of
the good Samaritan to “go and do likewise.”23
If the Servant Parish Project had a slogan, it would be Mark 3:14: “And he appointed
twelve, to be with him, and to be sent out to preach.” Christ desires to share himself with us.
He desires intimacy with his disciples. But he also desires to send us out so that we might share
this same divine life with everyone we meet. There is an essential connection between the
eucharistic Liturgy and the “liturgy after the Liturgy.” By the first, we receive the kingdom. By
the second, the world receives the kingdom. We are the critical agents in God’s divine
economy, gathered by Christ and then sent out by him so that he might be present through us
to all the world.

6. Overview of the project
It is time to complete our ‘yes’ to the kingdom. In particular, it is time to work hard at
restoring the missionary character of the Orthodox parish by replacing the false ideal of
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“serving the parish” with the vision of “the parish as servant,” just as Fr Schmemann urged in
1965. To that end, this project is devoted to answering two key research questions:

(1) How should Orthodox Christians think about the commandment found throughout
scripture to honor “justice” (Isaiah 1:17, Amos 5:24, Micah 6:8, Luke 18:1–8)?
(2) What strategies can Orthodox parishes pursue to create “servant parishes” actively
engaged in ministry, in particular, to the poor and suffering?

What follows is a brief sketch of the objectives and purposes of the research that follows.
As Orthodox Christians, we all know the basic moral requirements. We all know what
we “should do.” But we don’t necessarily have a good understanding of why we are supposed
to do these things. Until we do—until we can make “justice” make sense from an Orthodox
point of view—the idea of a “servant parish” will seem like an alien addition to Orthodoxy.
There is an analogy with Orthodox worship. Before receiving the fruits of the modern
Liturgical Movement, Orthodox Christians knew what “to do” in worship—the mechanics and
choreography of worship were learnable forms of behavior. But a deeper understanding of the
meaning of worship had long ago been lost. To “liturgics,” we then added “liturgical
theology.” We augmented our knowledge of what to do in worship with an understanding of
why things are done this way.
A similar augmentation is needed in connection with the commandment to “love your
neighbor as yourself.” And so to “morals,” we still need to add “moral theology.” We need to
set forth the reasons why justice itself is an expression of our Orthodox faith in Jesus Christ, and
not just an extra-credit add-on for those so inclined. Such a moral theology—such an
explanation of justice from an Orthodox point of view—will do to morals what liturgical
theology did to liturgics: it will create a new urgency among the faithful to embrace and
participate. At a minimum it will greatly reduce the excuses for neglecting ministry to the poor
and suffering.
What does such an “Orthodox moral theology” look like? It looks like Christ. In other
words, an Orthodox explanation of justice, if it is to matter, must make clear that justice is an
indispensable asceticism, chosen in love, through which the human being becomes more and
more like the Savior we confess to be king and God. Through compassion, we become like the
One “who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be
grasped, but emptied himself (eavton ekenosen), taking the form of a servant, being born in the
likeness of men. And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient
unto death, even death on a cross.”24 Saint Athanasius the Great proclaims that Christ “indeed,
assumed humanity that we might become God,”25 but the Apostle Paul reminds us of the true
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measure of our theosis: Christ expresses his divinity through extreme humility. His theiotés is
manifested or made real by his kenosis.
And as for Christ, so also for us. Serving those who suffer is a pathway to salvation.
This is not a simple-minded story of salvation by works. It is instead the outline of an Orthodox
moral theology, one which reveals compassion and selfless love to be the very mechanism
through which we become by grace what God is by nature. Kenosis—the kind of divine
humility displayed by Christ on the cross—makes union with Christ possible. Selfless love is
not the end result of sanctification—it is not the special power of the holy few—but is rather the
ascesis through which more and more we both experience and participate in the life of the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Justice is not merely a this-world concern. Justice is
eschatological. It once again births Christ into the world through the human heart, revealing
the truth of Christ’s words that “the kingdom of God is in the midst of you.”26
This quick description of an Orthodox moral theology will be developed further in the
final chapter of this study. And once in place, such an account of justice from an Orthodox
point of view will help the individual Christian to locate compassionate ministry to the poor
and suffering among the many other treasures of holy tradition that provide us with an
experience of the kingdom itself. To our knowledge of “what we should do” we will have
added a valuable understanding of why these are the good things to do.
After addressing the question of “why” we will then move to practical questions related
to “how.” Once an Orthodox moral theology is set forth, we can begin to explore strategies for
creating servant parishes in which a vibrant liturgical life and a vibrant life of social action are
inseparable. These strategies will be based partly on scriptural, patristic, and missiological
sources, but also on empirical data collected through survey-based field work designed to
explore and quantify the following among Orthodox Christians: (1) basic attitudes toward social
action, (2) sources of personal beliefs about social action, and (3) actual and potential sources of
motivation for increasing personal involvement in social action. With insights from the past
and present, this project will conclude by developing a new model of ministry that can be
adapted by parishes to local circumstances. The model, in brief, is built around five basic
priorities: communicate, connect, comfort, correct, and chrismate. These are the “Five Cs of the
servant parish.” Using them, Orthodox Christians can restore the missionary character of the
Orthodox parish in the way envisioned by Fr Schmemann, by replacing the false ideal of
“serving the parish” with the vision of “the parish as servant.”
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Chapter 2
Justice and the Biblical Witness

1. Overview of the chapter
To encourage parishes to strengthen their sacrificial ministries to the poor and suffering
one could point to the many passages in holy Scripture that clearly command us to offer relief
and material support. But such a catalog of passages and commandments would only succeed
in telling us what we already know: that some actions are praiseworthy, and that some are
blameworthy. One premise of this project is that by and large Christians already know “what
to do” and that such knowledge has not, by itself, led to the sort of high-impact ministries one
might expect to blossom forth from communities transformed by the Gospel of the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ.
A review of the biblical witness is important, but this chapter will not be a “top 100”
compilation of passages that speak of virtues related to justice, compassion, and boundless
hospitality. Instead, this chapter will first focus in a narrow but extended way on the parable of
the Last Judgment recorded in Matthew 25:31–46.1 Too much confusion—or too many loose
readings—surround this critical passage. In this chapter I will argue that a careful reading of
Matthew 25 provides the basic insights on which an Orthodox moral theology may be built. In
other words, if we want to understand the virtue of justice from an Orthodox perspective, we
have to first make sure that our understanding of Matthew 25 is based on sound exegesis, rather
than on partisan eisegesis. We want to hear what the Lord is telling us in the parable, and to
avoid telling the Lord ahead of time what we wish to hear.
Matthew 25, more fully appreciated, will tell us why the “good actions” are indeed the
good things to do in love for others. As such, Matthew 25 does more than set forth a set of
morals for disciples of Christ. It also sets forth a moral theology that explains with particular
force why these moral actions are so important to the ongoing life of the baptized believer. If
we allow it to do so, Matthew 25 can add the critical dimension of “why” to our already sound
knowledge of “what we should do,” a topic we will develop more fully in the concluding
chapter of this study.
After a careful exploration of Matthew 25, we will then turn to the wider witness of
Scripture. Given what Christ reveals in Matthew 25, how should we understand the many
biblical commandments to “seek justice, correct oppression; defend the fatherless, plead for the

Hereafter, we will often refer to Matthew 25:31–46 as ‘Matthew 25.’ Also, ‘the sheep and the
goats’ and the ‘Last Judgment’ will be used interchangeably as additional names for the parable.
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widow”?2 In this study, we will approach the meaning of “justice talk” in the Bible, not by
simply listing its many instances, but by reflecting on the function of such talk. Our question
will be: how is the language of justice in Scripture relevant to our experience as Orthodox
Christians of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior?
Once chapter 2 comes to an end, we will not then leave Scripture behind for good. In
chapter 6, we will return to the insights provided by Scripture, translating them into practical
strategies and resources that can assist a parish in serving the poor. The servant parish is a
parish that for certain has the “mind of Scripture,” one that never tires of receiving the Lord’s
teaching as both challenge and invitation.

2. The parable of the Last Judgment
Any reflection on ministry to the poor and suffering must be consistent with the parable
of the sheep and the goats found in Matthew 25. Sadly, this is an easy standard to achieve. By
and large, we have reduced the parable of the sheep and the goats to a dry set of virtuous
actions that we “must do.” Too often we neglect the totality of the passage and quickly move to
separate the wheat of love from the chaff of its scriptural setting. This makes it appear as
though ministry to the poor and suffering is somehow independent of the overall Gospel
narrative. This independence is an illusion. As we will see, it is too easy to “de-christologize”
Matthew 25—it is too easy to give it a thin reading laced with Arian sympathies.
It is common to place primary emphasis on one of two categories when reading
Matthew 25. On the one hand, there is compelling evidence to view this as a primarily
eschatological pericope, commenting in particular on the identity of those who face judgment at
the end of time. On the other, there are convincing reasons to hear the parable as an ethical
pericope, describing for us the criteria on which eternal judgment will be based. This section
will join those who argue that the primary emphasis is neither eschatological nor ethical. This
pericope, like all narrative units in the Gospels, is Christological in the first place. Exegeses
which attempt to recover the original eschatological or ethical meaning of Matthew 25:31–46
must begin by recovering the Christology of the passage.

2A. Author and audience3
The Church in Antioch was founded by Hellenized Jews who fled Jerusalem after the
martyrdom of Stephen in 40 AD. In this period, the followers of Jesus were still considered part
of a movement within Judaism. But in Antioch, Church leaders made a momentous decision: to
2
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allow gentiles to convert without going through the rite of circumcision. In 49 AD, largely in
response to the conversion of such uncircumcised pagans, a council of Church leaders
(including Peter, Paul, James and John) met in Jerusalem to decide whether, in fact, Christianity
was a branch of Judaism or whether it was a new religion. They decided, in effect, that it was a
new religion and that gentile converts did not have to be circumcised.
Nevertheless, a division within the Antiochene Church persisted between those who felt
that the Jewish roots of Christianity were being unjustifiably neglected and those who felt that
felicity to Judaism hindered the gentile mission and, thereby, placed the survival and success of
the Christian movement into jeopardy. However, great success in converting pagans made it
clear that the future of the Church would be dominated by gentile Christians, not Jewish
Christians. The success in converting gentiles had a downside, however: conversion was
happening so quickly that sight was being lost of Christianity’s continuity with Jewish legal and
ethical traditions. Additionally, elements of pagan spirituality and religious practices were
influencing the Christian community, creating doctrinal and liturgical disputes.4 So the Church
in Antioch by the close of the first century AD was full of competing constituencies. The
extremes in the community included, on the right, a conservative Jewish element that still
resented the admission of uncircumcised gentiles and, on the left, a growing collection of pagan
converts who paid little attention to Christianity’s Jewish past and ethical legacy.
It is generally held that Matthew’s Gospel was written by a Christian writer, or group of
writers, in Antioch around 90 AD to address these late first-century tensions within the
Antiochene Church. Against the Jewish reactionaries, the Gospel writer maintains that the
Church is the true Israel—that the inheritors of God’s promises are Abraham’s spiritual
descendants and not simply his genetic descendants. Against its gentile enthusiasts, the Gospel
writer emphasizes the close and essential connection between the meaningfulness of the Christ
event and the sacred history of the Jewish people. To both groups, the Gospel of Matthew
issues the two-fold challenge of granting forgiveness and of living by the “better righteousness”
of Jesus, who taught that mercy is the original, guiding principle in the Jewish legal tradition.
Without forgiveness and mercy, the Church cannot move forward in unity with its universal
mission.

2B. A Christological exegesis of Matthew 25:31–46
The parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25 is undeniably a “judgment scene,”
regardless of whether one places it among the parables told by Jesus.5 It is an account of the
final reckoning at the close of the ages when “all the nations” (panta ta ethne, 25:32) will be
judged according to the mercy extended to each “one of these, the least of my brothers” (eni
touton ton adelphon mou ton elaxiston, v40). The sheep which Jesus places on his right are those
These pagan elements were perhaps already part of the Hellenized Jewish world and consequently
inherited by the Church through its Jewish ancestry, as some scholars argue.
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he calls “blessed of my Father,” and they are invited to “inherit the kingdom prepared for
[them] from the foundation of the world” (v34). The goats placed by the Son of Man on the left
are those he calls “cursed,” and they are commanded to “depart … into the eternal fire prepared
for the devil and his angels” (v41). The sheep have done well by those whom Jesus calls the
“the least of these my brothers,” extending to them acts of mercy and charity. The goats have
refused to minister to those in need, and for their refusal, they receive condemnation.
To be sure, this is a heavy scene. From their Lord, the Matthean community hears with
full certainty that a final day of judgment is coming and that an eternal separation between the
blessed and cursed will be made. The close of the age is approaching, and “when the Son of
Man comes in glory, and all his angels with him,” he will “sit on his glorious throne” as king
and judge (vv 31–32). His pronouncement to “all the nations” will be absolute and eternal.
The history of the interpretation of Matthew 25 is complicated, but as John R. Donahue
notes, two standard exegetical questions typically attract attention.6 The first is an eschatological
question: who is being judged in the parable? Who exactly are “the nations” (ta ethne) on trial at
the end of time? The second is an ethical question: what is the criterion of divine judgment?
Who are “the least” (i elaxisti) which the sheep treat so selflessly and the goats so uncharitably?
Establishing the referents of “all the nations” and “the least” is certainly important, but
as Donahue further notes, to focus on these competing questions alone is to overlook the
central, surprising fact unveiled by Jesus in Matthew 25—the revelation that the divine judge is
himself present in each “one of the least” who suffer privation as the parable describes: “For as
much as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me” (25:40). This
revelation is the unexpected climax of the judgment scene, and as such it urges the hearer to
consider a question of deeper significance, more fundamental than the standard eschatological
and ethical questions described above. What exactly does Matthew 25 say about Jesus, whom it
reveals as the divine judge which unexpectedly stands together with “the least”? As Donahue
urges, the basic question therefore is Christological.7 We turn now to the Christology of the
parable.
First, it is important to survey the impressive imagery associated with Jesus by Matthew
in 25:31–46. The imagery is dense, constituting “a rich Christological tableau”8 which brings
together many of the messianic themes developed in the Old Testament and reinterpreted
throughout Matthew. In 25:31–35, the divine judge is referred to as ‘the Son of Man’ (cf. Dan
7:13–14) who ‘comes in glory’ and before whom ‘will be gathered all the nations’ (cf. Joel 4:2, Is
66:18). He is like ‘a shepherd’ (cf. Ez 34:12), and he is a ‘king’ (cf. Ez 37:24, which also links the
imagery of shepherd and king).9 At the same time, this exalted Son of Man is a Suffering
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Servant—in this case, a hungry, thirsty, naked, sick, and imprisoned stranger [25:35–36].10
Indeed, Matthew’s equation in 25:40 of the king/Son of Man with “one of the least” is, not so
much an innovation, as it is an extension of antecedent “Servant Christology.”11 In this
pericope, Matthew presents Jesus in short order as the crucified suffering servant who will
come again as the exalted Son of Man, and to the close of the ages he will remain both suffering
servant and exalted king. Such is the Messiah spoken of by the prophets, and such is the Lord
worshipped by the Matthean community. The parable of the sheep and the goats, therefore, is a
recapitulation of the imagery and argumentation present throughout Matthew’s Gospel. It is
Matthean Christology in digest form.
Second, the position of 25:31–46 in Matthew’s Gospel amplifies the parable, allowing it
to raise the volume of what it has to say. The parable of the sheep and the goats is the
concluding pericope in the “apocalyptic discourse,” which is itself the final of the five great
discourses in Matthew. It follows three parables about preparing for the coming Son of Man12
and represents Christ’s answer to the question: “what will be the sign of your coming and of the
close of the age” (24:3)? The parable is the concluding statement of Matthew’s concluding
argument. It is also the final episode from the life of Jesus before the passion narrative, which
begins immediately after 25:31–46. It is clear that the parable of the sheep and the goats
occupies a strategic position in the structure of Matthew’s Gospel. It is the ligature which binds
two momentous Christological portraits in Matthew. It is a hinge which joins the two great
panels of Christ-as-cosmic-king (chs 24–25) and Christ-as-crucified (chs 26–27), permitting us to
collapse and unfold those portraits, but never permitting us to separate them. And this “hinge”
is the context of the identification of Son of Man and “the least.” This identification is revealed
on the “horizon of apocalyptic”13 to which the hearers of Matthew’s Gospel are transported—a
time when Christ returns as the exalted Son of Man. It is an affirmation to the hearers of
Matthew that only on the cross can the Son of Man be glorified. As such, the parable of the Last
Judgment is a hyperbolic restatement of Matthew’s basic theme: that the crucified and risen
Jesus Christ, through his perfect obedience to the Father, is the true Messiah spoken of by the
prophets. The source of heavenly inheritance lies in the reality of earthly obedience and defeat.
What was true of Christ will be true of those in whom he can still be found: they will be “the
least,” those subject to the woes of this life. We therefore have additional evidence that 25:31–
46 serves as a recapitulation of Matthew, one which contains in miniature the full Christological
portrait presented by the Gospel as a whole. Not only is Jesus Christ the one of whom the
prophets spoke, his glory as the Son of God is fully located in his obedient death. He was, is,
and will be the least among us, and this on-going kenosis is precisely why he has been exalted
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by his Father. This is a great deal of significance to assign to a single pericope, but the
placement of 25:31–46 between the apocalyptic discourse and the passion narrative—together
with the multiple points of contact among Matthew, the Old Testament, and the parable—
confirm such significance.
Third, it is critical to note the connection between the parable of Last Judgment and the
Great Commission in Matthew 28:16–20. “If the Sheep and the Goats is a portrait of the close of
the age, the Great Commission is a mandate for Church life prior to that close…The assembly of
the nations at the beginning of the Sheep and the Goats as well as the presence of Jesus in the
least looks to the end of history promised in 28:16–20.”14 Jesus instructs his followers to “go and
make disciples of “all nations” (panta ta ethne), and he reminds them that “Lo, I am with you
always, to the close of the age.” As Donahue notes, the textual parallels between the parable of
the sheep and goats and the Great Commission are striking. The “close of the age” (24:3, 28:20)
is of course when “all the nations” (panta ta ethne; 25:32, 28:19) will be gathered and judged
according to the merciful works shown to those with whom Jesus resides (25:40, 28:20). The
language of 25:31–46 anticipates the language of the Great Commission, but of course the events
described in 25:31–46 are to take place at the close of the age and so are themselves
foreshadowed by Christ’s final commission. Textual priority (ch 25 precedes ch 28) and
temporal priority (the commission has happened, the Judgement has not) are blended in such a
way that it becomes impossible to separate the Last Judgment and the Great Commission in
Matthew, and so the Great Commission informs the Christology of 25:31–46 no less than its
narrative position or messianic imagery. This interdigitation allows the parable of the sheep
and goats to function, not as a mere summary of required charity, but as a recapitulation of the
Gospel-wide mandate to follow the crucified Messiah. It is a call to emulate Christ, even as it
more deeply describes the person of Christ. Who is Jesus? He is the Christ who will reside with
all who preach the good news, even as they become—like him—the “least” in the course of this
missionary activity.15
Replete with (1) a “greatest hits” collection of messianic imagery, the parable of the
sheep and the goats is both (2) a hinge which connects the portraits of Christ-as-king and
Christ-as-crucified and (3) an “arch between the ending of the historical career of Jesus and the
end of history itself”.16 The parable’s powerful frame is Jesus-directed, pointing us to truths
about who Jesus is. For this reason, the primary emphasis in Matthew 25:31–46 is Christology.
Emphases on eschatology and ethics would have been secondary.
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2C. The Arianization of Matthew 25:31–46
Matthew 25 is perhaps the most relevant yet most imperfectly understood passage in
Scripture for Christians who seek to understand what baptism demands on a daily basis. No
conversation about our moral obligations as disciples of Christ is complete without a reflection
on Christ’s command to minister to the “least of these my brethren.” But too often, the
conversation stops with the moral obligations themselves. Yes, we know that we are
commanded to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and visit the sick. But the question remains:
“But why these particular obligations?” When pressed to answer, most Christians can offer little
more than human wisdom: “because Jesus said so,” or “because ‘the least’ really need our
help,” or “because that’s what love (or basic decency, or common sense, or entrance into the
kingdom) requires.” But if human wisdom were enough, then Church and state around the
world would be hard at work already, eliminating all forms of poverty and suffering. Neither
would we need anything like the parable of the Last Judgment placed so powerfully in the
Gospel of Matthew in the ways described in the previous section.
In practice, Matthew 25 is toothless as a catalyst to action. Orthodox parishes in North
America in particular do not rally around “the least” with the sort of high priority typically
given to bake sales, ethnic festivals, and stewardship drives. Bills, budgets, and buildings
become important, but the Lord is largely silent on these things, except to condemn those that
emphasize self-gain at the expense of mercy and relief. And we do not feel the bite in North
America because we do not hear Matthew 25 as a kenotic hymn about the divine Christ. We
hear it, instead, as a reflection on eschatology or ethics, and too often we stop listening there.
This is hermeneutic Arianism. No Orthodox Christian would deny that Christ is divine,
but it is too easy to skip the powerful Christology in Matthew 25 and go straight to the
secondary questions related to either eschatology or ethics. For many, Matthew 25 is mainly
about the created order (us, and our obligations) rather than about what is divine (Christ, and
where he may be found).
Exegeses which view the Last Judgment as primarily an eschatological or ethical
pericope ignore the relevance of the Matthean contexts described in the previous section. These
contexts underscore that the Last Judgment, just like the Gospel as a whole, is a story about
Jesus. To be sure, the story about Jesus has consequences for the Matthean community. But the
priority of Christology over eschatology and ethics is important to note: the Last Judgment is a
story about Jesus with consequences for the Matthean community. Deflationary exegeses which
ignore Christology in favor of eschatology and ethics reverse this order, suggesting instead that
the Last Judgment is an ethical story for the Matthean community with Christological
implications about the person of Jesus. If there is a “logic” behind the Gospel narratives, it
seems to be this: first one should tell a story about who Jesus is, then one should draw
appropriate conclusions from this story for an intended audience. Deflationary exegeses—by
taking the divine judge out of the Last Judgment—violate this logic. Such exegeses do not
necessarily reach incorrect conclusions about eschatology or ethics, but by inverting the logic of
the Gospel—by emphasizing consequences-for-audience over revelations-about-Jesus—these
interpretations begin to blur the boundary between exegesis and eisegesis.
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Deflationary exegeses turn Matthew 25 into an elaborate answer to the dual question:
who goes where, and why? On this view, the parable of the sheep and the goats is told by Jesus to
awaken the sort of dread and fear of eternal punishment that might finally move the Matthean
community to live as they should. The story becomes a prod, one which forces its audience to
think about standards of correct conduct—in this case, about acts of charity and mercy. To be
sure, the Last Judgment has a great deal to say about the requirements and eternal
consequences of loving action. But exegeses which view the pericope as a response to the
question who goes where, and why? miss the fundamental, Christological point of the Gospel
writer. To focus on such questions alone is to overlook the surprising identification unveiled by
Jesus in this story—the revelation that the divine judge is himself present in each of the “least”
to whom acts of mercy and charity are extended. There are few words spoken by Jesus more
jarring than those in 25:40: “For as much as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers,
you did it to me.” This revelation is the astonishing climax of the judgment scene, and it urges
one to think in the first place, not about oneself nor even about those to whom one should
minister, but about Jesus. The question which the Gospel writer provokes is not “Who goes
where and why?” but “Who is this Jesus, revealed here as a divine judge who unexpectedly
stands together with the least among us?”
Matthew tells us that the Lord will reveal to the sheep and goats that he was present, all
along, among the least. Outside the Gospels this is a surprise—indeed a scandal, for what deity
considers it “exaltation” to be reduced to what is weak, forgotten, and dying? But inside the
witness provided by all the evangelists, the announcement “you did it to me” is nothing new.
When Jesus identifies himself with the marginal, it is another instance of the theme of kenosis
which is, arguably, the defining theme of the Christian Gospel (in all its expressions). Only
when Jesus became the least among us, emptying himself through perfect obedience to the will
of God even to a scandalous death on the cross, is he finally revealed as the Messiah. He
became the least for our sake, and he remains so for our sake as well. All eschatological and
ethical consequences must follow from this kenotic emphasis: what was true of Christ remains
true of those in whom he can still be found—they will be the emptied ones, those subject to the
woes of this life.
It is significant that Matthew’s Gospel does not contain a record of Christ’s ascension.17
In the final verse of Matthew, Jesus says to his disciples, “Lo, I am with you always, to the close
of the age” (28:20). At this point, the Gospel account simply ends. In a manner of speaking,
Matthew tells his listeners that their Lord did not ascend to heaven, at least not in the sense of
being somewhere “out there,” somewhere far away from the earthly life of human experience.
Rather, Jesus remains Emmanuel—“God with us”—to the close of the age.18 The Matthean
community faced a crisis at the end of the first century. To move forward in unity with the
Church’s universal mission, the Jewish and Gentile Christians in Antioch had to embrace the
“higher righteousness” of forgiveness and mercy. For this reason, it is important to allow these
final words of Christ from the Great Commission to inform one’s understanding of the parable
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of the Last Judgment. Jesus is present in his disciples (28:20), but Jesus is also present in the
least (25:40). To follow Christ, to be his disciple, is both to minister to and to become the least. The
parable is not a mere summary of required charity. It is a powerful summary of the Gospelwide mandate to follow the crucified messiah. Matthew calls his community to emulate Christ,
even as he more deeply describes the person of Christ. Who is Jesus? He is the Christ who will
reside with all who preach the good news, even as they become—like him—the “least” in the
course of this missionary activity.

3. Functions of justice in Scripture
Though important, a close reading of Matthew 25 is not enough to fully appreciate the
force of the commandment to “do justice” found so frequently in Scripture. Still, the parable of
the sheep and the goats provides an important foothold. From it, we can leap forwards and
backwards in Scripture to see that kenosis (giving the self away to another in love) functions
more often as cause than effect. That is to say, we can see throughout Scripture that kenosis is
not a virtue of the already-holy but is, rather, one of the main engines that drives our
transformation into “little Christs.” This again, will be the main idea of the moral theology we
will present more fully in chapter 6 below.
Although a comprehensive exploration of the term ‘justice’ is beyond the scope of this
study, it is useful to look closely at the several contexts that frame various biblical passages
dealing with compassionate ministry to the poor and suffering. By paying attention not just to
the word ‘justice’ but also to the function of the wider passage in which it occurs—by paying
attention to context—we can learn far more than just what to do: we can learn why those good
things are choiceworthy in the first place. This, of course, is the movement from morals to moral
theology—from a catalogue of good deeds to an explanation of how those deeds function to
reveal Christ and his kingdom. In this section we will explore the connections that exist
between justice and four key features of Christian life. We will see that justice is associated with
situations and outcomes that are liturgical, sacramental, messianic, and ecclesial.

3A. Justice is liturgical
As Orthodox Christians, we might be tempted to breathe a sigh of relief when we realize
just how demanding worship life can be in other Christian traditions. In Evangelical and nondenominational churches of all sizes there is often an arms race to supplement Sunday worship
with ever-better, bigger, and louder forms. There is an emphasis on what is new and appealing,
all in the hope of attracting worshippers who otherwise might choose to go elsewhere, or
nowhere at all.
For the Orthodox, liturgical life is largely set. Technology beyond the fourth century is
rarely needed. And in general an Orthodox parish will not live or die based on whether the
majority of its members feel “spiritually fed.” For that, we should give thanks to God.
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And still, as Orthodox, we are not so different from our Evangelical brothers and sisters.
For them, Sunday worship is designed to attract. About this, evangelical Christians are explicit
and high-octane. But all too often, Orthodox Christians fall into the same attractional model of
Church life and mission.
As mentioned in the first chapter, how often do we reduce our approach to missions to
the biblical slogan “come and see”? How often do we retell the story of the Kievan emissaries
who report back to Prince Vladimir that in Constantinople “we knew not whether we were on
heaven or on earth” and that “God dwells there among men?” Arguably, the general attitude
among Orthodox to the work of missions only differs from the typical evangelical attitude in
degree, not in kind. We accept the same basic premise: if we could just get people in the door,
then they too would leave like the Kievan envoys, saying to themselves “We cannot forget such
beauty.”
And no doubt this is the experience of many who have converted to Orthodox
Christianity. For certain we hold in high esteem the capacity of Orthodox worship to allow us
to breathe the air of the kingdom. And yes, this alone can at times change people. But is this
really all that there is to Church life and outreach? Are we called simply to keep our icons
polished and our chanting suitably mystical so that the Liturgy of St John can do double duty:
so that it can usher us into the kingdom and, at the same time, attract others who in time will
want to do the same? Are Orthodox pastors and parish leaders also beholden to the Sundayonly crowd, organizing life on Monday through Saturday so that worship on the Lord’s Day is
always well executed and thoroughly complimented? Are Orthodox Christians just cheaper
versions of those Evangelicals who pour enormous amounts of time and resources into creating
and perfecting styles of worship that are cutting-edge and highly-marketable?
We know of course that, yes, there is a great deal more to ministry than catering to the
Sunday-only crowd. If worship was all that mattered, then Isaiah 1 would never have been
written. These are the verses we read in Church on the very first day of Great Lent each year:
"What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?” says the LORD; I have had enough of burnt
offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs,
or of he-goats. "When you come to appear before me, who requires of you this trampling of
my courts? Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an abomination to me. New moon and
sabbath and the calling of assemblies—I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly. Your
new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hates; they have become a burden to me, I
am weary of bearing them. When you spread forth your hands, I will hide my eyes from
you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen.19

God here rejects the worship of the southern kingdom, not because the worship was poorly
done, but because the people of Judah rejected the call to righteousness on all the other days of
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the week. The teaching they celebrate on the Sabbath is neglected and flaunted at all other
times.
So yes, there is something more to Church life. Ministry is not about simply attracting
others to a church building on Sundays. Missions is not about padding our membership and
stewardship numbers. Church life is not attractional, it is missional. We worship in order to be
sent forth to keep the twin commandments of loving God and loving the neighbor. And if our
churches are not growing in all the ways that matter, perhaps this is because God is turning his
back on our worship, just as he announced through the voice of his prophet Isaiah.
And not just through Isaiah—other prophets in Scripture highlight the link between
worship and care for the weak. With power, Amos and Micah also reveal that, to God, injustice
renders worship odious.

I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though
you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal offerings, I will not accept them, and the peace
offerings of your fatted beasts I will not look upon. Take away from me the noise of your
songs; to the melody of your harps I will not listen. But let justice roll down like waters, and
righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.20
With what shall I come before the LORD, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come
before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the LORD be pleased with
thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my first-born for my
transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?" He has showed you, O man, what
is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and
to walk humbly with your God?21

For Orthodox Christians, the close connection underscored in the prophetic literature between
doxologia and diakonia is particularly concerning. Worship is of course not offered to God as a
form of appeasement. Properly speaking, liturgy is not something offered to God at all but is,
rather, the prime portal through which God reveals and offers his kingdom. Through liturgy
we deepen our communion with Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The holy mysteries at the heart of
Orthodox worship are the pinnacle examples of “putting on Christ”22 and of becoming
ourselves little Christs. For God to refuse worship is, for Orthodox Christians, like a second
exile from paradise: gone is the intimacy of walking with the Lord in the cool mist of Eden.
There is no Pelagianism here. The prophetic message is not that injustice is the cause of
liturgical breakdown, or that one must be “good” before God grants grace through the
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mysteries. The insight is rather that doxologia and diakonia go together, like breathing in and
breathing out. It is a concrete example of Christ’s proclamation that love of neighbor is another
greatest commandment “like unto” the love of God. Like entangled photons with matching
behaviors, you cannot evaluate the goodness of a community’s worship without, at the same
time, also evaluating the goodness of a community’s care for the poor and suffering.
Entanglement is a feature of quantum particles, and of eucharistic assemblies.
The condemnation of Israel’s worship in Isaiah 1 is followed by an equally powerful
plea from God.

Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my
eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; defend the fatherless,
plead for the widow. "Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD: though your sins
are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall
become like wool.23

God laments that “the faithful city has become a harlot, she that was full of justice!
Righteousness lodged in her, but now murderers. Your silver has become dross, your wine
mixed with water.”24 God is not here complaining about the quality of actual silver and wine,
but about the low value of Judah’s worship—worship which may as well use dross and water
given Judah’s neglect of justice. Yet God holds out the promise of restoration, declaring that
“Zion shall be redeemed by justice, and those in her who repent, by righteousness.”25 It is not
merely Jerusalem that will be restored upon proper advocacy for the weak, but “Zion”—the
vision of Jerusalem as the heavenly city and abode of God.
To the northern kingdom in the time of Amos, the promise is the same:

Seek good, and not evil, that you may live; and so the LORD, the God of hosts, will be with
you, as you have said. Hate evil, and love good, and establish justice in the gate; it may be
that the LORD, the God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.26
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If Israel allows “justice to roll down like waters” then God “will be with you.”27 He will no
longer command Israel, saying “take away from me the noise of your songs; to the melody of
your harps I will not listen.”28

3B. Justice is sacramental
Because justice cannot be cleaved off from worship as a separate and independent
concern for the community, it follows that justice also bears a close connection to the sacraments
themselves. More to the point: justice itself is a sacrament, a mystery of the Church.
In the previous section we briefly described the worry that Isaiah 1 provokes for the
Orthodox: the rejection of worship is like an exile from paradise. It is to be once again cut off
from the source of life and to “surely die” a second time, as did Adam and Eve when their
disobedience led to separation.29 What Scripture teaches is that we are connected to God
through worship, but only when that worship is paired with zeal for bringing injustice against
the weak and neglected to an end. And so if worship is time and space through which God
reveals himself to us, so too is the time and space we set aside for ministry to the poor and
suffering. If liturgical life is sacramental, then so too is the pursuit of justice. The marquis
moments in life during which the kingdom is manifested to human beings include both the
eucharistic Liturgy, and the liturgy after the Liturgy.
This of course is the basic lesson of the parable of the sheep and the goats. By
identifying with the poor and suffering, Christ reveals that compassionate ministry to the
“least” is simultaneously an experience of Christ’s own divine presence and activity. This
makes seeking justice, quite literally, a holy mystery of the Church. Through diakonia, no less
than through doxologia, God shares his life with us.
To illustrate the sacramental function and force of ministry to “the least” it is useful to
consider the context of the call to justice issued by the prophet Hosea. Hosea differs from Amos
in that the primary emphasis is the sin of idolatry rather than the sin of injustice.30 Nevertheless,
a consequence of Israel’s idolatry is the normalization of a selfish and unjust neglect of the poor
and weak. With power, Hosea speaks against the apostasy and unrighteousness of Israel
through the imagery of marriage. Hosea obeys the command to marry the prostitute Gomer,
and to name his children by her ‘Seed of God,’ ‘Not Pitied’ and ‘Not My People.’31 Hosea
relates time and again that God weeps over the broken covenant as a husband weeps over a
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faithless and scandalous wife. At the same time, Hosea repeatedly underscores the enduring
tenderness of God, the undying divine affection for Israel despite Israel’s embrace of other
nations and other gods. And the promise of reconciliation is repeatedly offered by the spurned
and heartbroken divine husband. God looks forward to the day when once again he will court
his beloved as he first did when he led her from Egypt. “Behold, I will allure her, and bring her
into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her … And there she shall answer as in the days of
her youth, as at the time when she came out of the land of Egypt.”32
Through the prophet Hosea, God offers nothing less than a second marriage:

And in that day, says the LORD, you will call me, `My husband,' and no longer will you call
me, `My Baal.' For I will remove the names of the Baals from her mouth, and they shall be
mentioned by name no more. And I will make for you a covenant on that day with the
beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the creeping things of the ground; and I will
abolish the bow, the sword, and war from the land; and I will make you lie down in safety.
And I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice,
in steadfast love, and in mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you shall know
the LORD.33

God savors an eternal marriage with his people. This will be a betrothal not just in faithfulness,
but in “righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in mercy.” In that day, God says that
he will have pity on Not Pitied, and to Not My People he will say “You are my people.” And
once again the Seed of God will be planted by God himself in the land, yielding the riches of
fruitfulness.34 Israel’s needed correction is viewed by God as equivalent to the correction
needed when a marriage has been destroyed by the faithlessness of an adulterous wife. But
reconciliation is possible, to be sure. And God proclaims his proposal for a second, eternal
marriage using the language of justice: “So you, by the help of your God, return, hold fast to
love and justice, and wait continually for your God.”35
The use of marriage imagery in Hosea for calling Israel to repentance is not just a device
with rhetorical force. Such imagery and language allows Hosea to develop the theme of God’s
enduring tenderness and affection for Israel.36 Abraham Heschel describes this as “one of the
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boldest conceptions of religious thinking. … Israel is the consort of God”—something which
predates and anticipates this same theme in the Song of Songs.37 “I desire love,” says God, “and
not sacrifice, attachment to God rather than burnt offerings.”38 And if the “new betrothal” to
Israel is a betrothal “in righteousness and justice,”39 then justice itself is elevated to the level of
all the other sacraments through which God decisively shares his life with us. Just as marriage
is the beginning of love, justice is the beginning of shared life with God. Just as marriage leads
in time to the fullness of union, the pursuit of justice over time similarly deepens our solidarity
with the one who created all things and called all things good.40
Once again we see in the biblical witness that justice should not be thought of strictly as
an activity of the already-holy. Instead, Scripture invites us to view justice as a mystery, like
marriage, through which God shares life with us. Justice is presented as a source and cause of
sanctification, not merely as an effect and capacity granted after the fact to those already among
the righteous.

3C. Justice is messianic
If compassionate ministry to the poor and suffering is more than just a “good thing” to
do—more than something that is morally praiseworthy—then what else might be said of such
ministry? Thus far we have seen that justice nurtures important connections to our liturgical
and sacramental lives within the Church. In this section, we will note that the biblical witness
also urges us to recognize that justice is a mark of Christ’s kingship. Justice, in other words, is a
messianic virtue—an activity that helps locate where and when Christ is at work, bringing
salvation to those in need of God’s mercy and help.
Classically, this aspect of justice is seen most vividly in Christ’s own debut in a Nazareth
synagogue at the launch of his public ministry. He famously opens the scroll handed to him
and reads the following from Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has
anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the
captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.”41 And as Christ “closed the book,” the evangelist
compassion (11:8), as a mother’s tenderness (1:6–8, 2:3, 6, 21, 25; 11:1), as love between husband and
wife (3:1 ff).”
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Luke records that “the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.” Jesus breaks the silence
and says, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”42 If first impressions are
significant, then we should learn from the Lord: the “acceptable year of the Lord” is marked by
compassionate ministry to the poor, the suffering, and the oppressed.
In this section, for the sake of greater focus, we will not explore additional New
Testament passages, but will instead briefly mine the concentration of royal and messianic
imagery in the book of the Psalms, the hymn book of both Judaism and the early Church. In the
Psalms, the God of Israel is praised as both deliverer and sovereign, and the earthly king of
Israel is viewed as both God’s heir and locum tenens. This is true both historically and
prophetically. That is to say, the Psalms strongly link divine affection both to David and to his
lineage, a lineage which will in time produce a promised messiah to inaugurate a final kingdom
in which the goodness of God’s law is translated into the goodness of human freedom and
flourishing:
I believe that I shall see the goodness of the LORD in the land of the living! Wait for the
LORD; be strong, and let your heart take courage; yea, wait for the LORD!43

And the anticipated “goodness of the LORD in the land of the living” is characterized regularly
in the Psalms by the presence of “righteousness and justice”:

Righteousness and justice are the foundation of thy throne; steadfast love and faithfulness go
before thee.44

And justice itself is regularly unpacked as God’s providential concern for the weak and the
vulnerable. Noteworthy examples of this equivalence are heard at each Divine Liturgy that
includes the “typical antiphons” of Psalm 103 and Psalm 146:

Bless the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits, who forgives all your iniquity,
who heals all your diseases, who redeems your life from the Pit, who crowns you with
steadfast love and mercy, who satisfies you with good as long as you live so that your youth
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is renewed like the eagle's. The LORD works vindication and justice for all who are
oppressed.45
Put not your trust in princes, in a son of man, in whom there is no help. When his breath
departs he returns to his earth; on that very day his plans perish. Happy is he whose help is
the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the LORD his God, who made heaven and earth, the sea,
and all that is in them; who keeps faith forever; who executes justice for the oppressed; who
gives food to the hungry. The LORD sets the prisoners free; the LORD opens the eyes of the
blind. The LORD lifts up those who are bowed down; the LORD loves the righteous. The
LORD watches over the sojourners, he upholds the widow and the fatherless; but the way of
the wicked he brings to ruin. The LORD will reign forever, thy God, O Zion, to all
generations.46

In these antiphons, doxologia and diakonia are linked. God is given praise for his saving works
on behalf of the poor and suffering. The eucharistic Liturgy begins by glorifying God for his
own “liturgy after the Liturgy”—that is, for God’s own activity on behalf of the oppressed,
hungry, imprisoned, blind, bowed down, widowed, and orphaned. And if justice is a divine
concern, it is our concern as well: “Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace, and pursue it. …
The LORD is near to the brokenhearted, and saves the crushed in spirit.”47
The Psalms emphasize that God’s providential care for the poor and suffering is an
ongoing and eternal feature of his kingship, one that is directed specifically against those
responsible for oppression:

The LORD is king for ever and ever; the nations shall perish from his land. O LORD, thou
wilt hear the desire of the meek; thou wilt strengthen their heart, thou wilt incline thy ear to
do justice to the fatherless and the oppressed, so that man who is of the earth may strike
terror no more.48

God not only opposes the wicked, he also comforts the humble and the humbled. The Psalms
frequently counsel the hearer to be comforted by the power of the Lord to bring justice to those
who wait with expectation.
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Fret not yourself because of the wicked, be not envious of wrongdoers! For they will soon
fade like the grass, and wither like the green herb. Trust in the LORD, and do good; so you
will dwell in the land, and enjoy security. Take delight in the LORD, and he will give you the
desires of your heart. Commit your way to the LORD; trust in him, and he will act. He will
bring forth your vindication as the light, and your right as the noonday. Be still before the
LORD, and wait patiently for him.49

The Psalmist often combines imagery of kingship and the language of justice, reminding the
reader that God’s kingship, and the kingship of David and his authentic heirs—and ultimately
the kingship of the promised messiah—is founded on a concern for those who have no earthly
protector:

Righteousness and justice are the foundation of thy throne; steadfast love and faithfulness go
before thee.50
Clouds and thick darkness are round about him; righteousness and justice are the
foundation of his throne.51
Mighty King, lover of justice, thou hast established equity; thou hast executed justice and
righteousness in Jacob. Mighty King, lover of justice, thou hast established equity; thou hast
executed justice and righteousness in Jacob. Extol the LORD our God; worship at his
footstool! Holy is he!52
Give the king thy justice, O God, and thy righteousness to the royal son! May he judge thy
people with righteousness, and thy poor with justice!53

The Psalmist even depicts God’s superiority over all other gods (and those with divine
aspirations) in terms of his own concern for the poor and suffering:
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God has taken his place in the divine council; in the midst of the gods he holds judgment:
"How long will you judge unjustly and show partiality to the wicked? Give justice to the
weak and the fatherless; maintain the right of the afflicted and the destitute. Rescue the weak
and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”54

Compassion for the poor and suffering is not just a mark of divine kingship, but is also a mark
of divinity itself. A concern for justice is part of what it means to be both king and God.
But justice is not only a divine concern. It is also an interest of those who serve the Lord
as king and God. Time and again the Psalms explain that we should seek justice because God
loves justice and seeks it himself.
Depart from evil, and do good; so shall you abide forever. For the LORD loves justice; he
will not forsake his saints. The righteous shall be preserved for ever, but the children of the
wicked shall be cut off.55
Who can utter the mighty doings of the LORD, or show forth all his praise? Blessed are they
who observe justice,56 who do righteousness at all times!57

This calls to mind the frightful commandment in Matthew’s Gospel “to be perfect, as your
heavenly Father is perfect.”58 Luke goes on to bring greater precision by recording Christ’s
commandment as “Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.”59 God’s perfection is best
understood as his perfect mercy, to which Christ calls all disciples. Through the Psalmist and
through his Christ, God calls his people to imitate his own love for mercy and compassion.
And through this imitation, God shares the dignity of his kingship. His capacity to grant
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freedom becomes our capacity. We are commissioned to do as God does, to release others from
all forms of enslavement.
When Christ opens the scroll of Isaiah at the start of his public ministry, he emphasizes
compassion. Ministry to the poor and suffering announces the arrival of divine deliverance,
long promised by God through his prophets. Christ’s march to the cross is a messianic march,
and this is so because Christ fulfills the prophecy of the “acceptable year of the Lord.”60 Justice,
understood as selfless comfort and mercy to the weak and exploited, is inseparable from the
identity of Jesus as incarnate Lord and savior. Such justice, according to the prophet Isaiah and
the evangelist Luke, is the announced goal of his advent.

3D. Justice is ecclesial
Ekklesia is the Greek word for ‘church.’ Aptly, it designates those who are ‘called out’
(ek-kaleo) and set apart. Similarly, the word for ‘assembly’ in Hebrew is qāhal. Although the
origin of qāhal is uncertain, it bears a close resemblance to the Hebrew qôl, meaning ‘voice.’ This
leads some scholars to suspect that there was once a verb form *qal, meaning ‘to call.’61 In any
case, the biblical terms that designate the community of God’s people preserve the sense in
which Church is a matter of call and response. Whether in Greek or Hebrew, God calls, and the
covenant people respond.
What does God call his people to do? What is the reason for calling out human beings in
the first place? The biblical witness is instructive. In Genesis, just after Abraham is visited by
the Lord in the form of three angels, God deliberates whether he should go on to tell Abraham
about his plans for Sodom and Gomorrah. “The LORD said, "Shall I hide from Abraham what I
am about to do, seeing that Abraham shall become a great and mighty nation, and all the
nations of the earth shall bless themselves by him?”62 God answers his own question
negatively.

No, for I have chosen him, that he may charge his children and his household after him to
keep the way of the LORD by doing righteousness and justice; so that the LORD may bring
to Abraham what he has promised him.63
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Abraham is called by God to “do righteousness and justice,” and to charge his children and
household after him to do the same. Such is “the way of the LORD.” And to underscore
“righteousness and justice” as the purpose of Abraham’s call, the biblical story then recounts
the destruction of the wicked who, according to the Prophet Ezekiel, were content to neglect the
needs of those they could have easily helped. “Behold, this was the guilt of your sister Sodom:
she and her daughters had pride, surfeit of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor
and needy.”64 Sodom’s behavior is the opposite of Abraham’s own display of selfless
hospitality to the wilderness travelers in Genesis 17.
The “way of the LORD” is indeed pressed upon the descendants of Abraham. The
covenant offered by God through Moses to the Hebrews after their deliverance from Egypt
enshrines the same call. Torah itself is an elaboration of what it means to “do righteousness and
justice.” And among the ordinances is a special concern for those in need of mercy and relief.

You shall not pervert the justice due to your poor in his suit. Keep far from a false charge,
and do not slay the innocent and righteous, for I will not acquit the wicked. And you shall
take no bribe, for a bribe blinds the officials, and subverts the cause of those who are in the
right. You shall not oppress a stranger; you know the heart of a stranger, for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt.65

And as we noted in the previous sections concerning biblical prophecy, God’s anger with the
northern and southern kingdoms often grows from their toleration of injustice against the poor
and needy. From the beginning and throughout the Old Testament, compassion for the weak
and vulnerable is not just something which the ekklesia/qāhal does. Rather, such compassion is
constitutive of being the true assembly of the ones “called out” by God for special election as a
holy nation. Again, justice is not an optional hobby for assemblies already distinguished by
their advanced holiness. The status of Israel as “chosen” does not then enable them to “do
good, and seek justice.” The arrow of causation runs in the opposite direction: doing good and
seeking justice is part of what confirms and sustains that status. Apart from responding to the
voice of the Lord (qôl-YHWH) to “do righteousness and justice,” there is no qāhal.
Neither is there an ekklesia in its New Testament sense of the mystical body of Christ. As
noted in the previous section, one function of justice in Scripture is to reveal that Christ is God’s
messiah. And what is true of Christ as king will also be true of Christ’s kingdom.
Consequently, justice has yet another function: to reveal that the community of baptized
believers is continuous with the qāhal Yisrael that is birthed with Abraham’s call and matured
through Torah and its associated Mosaic covenant. There really is not anything new about the
New Testament, at least not when it comes to the purpose of God’s call. When the voice of God
is silent (when the word is not proclaimed to the called-out ones) or when the voice of God is
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ignored, there is no Church. Again, the claim here is not that God’s power in history is limited
when his chosen people ignore the demands of Scripture. To be sure, when God needs to
choose other agents, he does so. Instead the claim here is about one particular function of
justice in Scripture: justice is ecclesial. Justice points to the Holy Spirit. It marks the boundary
between communities enlivened by the Spirit, and communities bereft of pentecostal grace.
When compassion for the poor and needy is present within a community, so too is the Church
as the mystical body of Christ.
Ministry to the poor and needy is one way in which Scripture signals the presence of the
Church, just as smoke signals the presence of fire. Again, this is no surprise given that the
flowering of compassion is the particular signal which Christ himself chooses in Luke 4 to
announce “the acceptable year of the Lord” and his fulfillment of messianic prophecy. Indeed,
justice is a dominant theme at the true “birth” of the Church—not Acts 1 and 2, but Luke 1 and
2. The Incarnation begins with Mary and her ‘yes’ to the archangel’s message that she will bear
the Son of God. Mary’s song of rejoicing to Elizabeth is replete with the themes of mercy, relief,
and freedom.

My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has regarded the
low estate of his handmaiden. For behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed; for
he who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name. And his mercy is on
those who fear him from generation to generation. He has shown strength with his arm, he
has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts, he has put down the mighty from
their thrones, and exalted those of low degree; he has filled the hungry with good things,
and the rich he has sent empty away. He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his
mercy, as he spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to his posterity forever.66

It is no surprise that Christ launches his public ministry using prophetic imagery of preaching
good news to the poor. Long before Christ did so, his mother did the same. Mary celebrates
the Incarnation, God’s debut as human, using imagery that is no less adamant regarding God’s
affection for the downtrodden.
The language of compassion to the poor and needy is the language chosen by Mary to
celebrate the Incarnation of Christ in her, and this same language of compassion is the language
chosen by the writers of the New Testament to celebrate the ongoing Incarnation of Christ
within the body of believers. A full catalog of the actions undertaken on behalf of the poor and
suffering by Christ’s followers in the New Testament would be large, but a brief survey is
useful as a reminder of the inseparability of what the Church is and what the Church does. In
particular, these events are noteworthy since they are read in the Orthodox Church at the
Divine Liturgies on the Sundays following Pascha, the feast of the resurrection.
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Acts 5:12–20 (Second Sunday of Pascha). The Apostles’ preaching is always paired with “signs
and wonders.” In particular, the sick are healed and the possessed are liberated. The
Church is compelling in both her words and deeds, attracting “multitudes” and upsetting
the Sadducees, who are the elite and wealthy liaisons to the Roman overlords.
Acts 6:1–7 (Third Sunday of Pascha). The Apostles appoint deacons because preaching and
serving community needs can no longer be managed by a single group. Among the first
deacons is Stephen, who goes on to become the first Christian martyr.
Acts 9:36–41 (Fourth Sunday of Pascha). Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. Tabitha,
described as “full of good works and acts of charity,” is celebrated as someone who labored
to clothe those in need. ‘Tabitha’ means gazelle in Aramaic. In the Song of Songs, ‘gazelle’ is a
term of mutual affection used by the lovers in their declarations to one another.67 The name
‘Tabitha’ is a signal by the evangelist Luke that all who are “full of good works and acts of
charity” are similarly beloved by God.68
Acts 11:19–26, 29–30 (Fifth Sunday of Pascha). Following the martyrdom of Stephen, the first
Christians move away from Jerusalem into outlying towns and cities. While preaching the
Gospel in new places, the apostles insist on gathering a collection for the relief of brothers
and sisters still in Judea. (And this theme of collections for suffering Christians is a recurrent
one in the letters of Paul.)
Acts 16:16–24 (Sixth Sunday of Pascha). Paul and Silas exorcise a slave girl who is clearly a
profit-making vehicle for men in the community. The exorcism enrages the profiteers, who
67
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The raising of Tabitha by Peter recalls the raising of Lazarus by Christ (John 11:1–44). The
etymology of ‘Tabitha’ and the associated allusions to the Song of Songs suggest that all who extend
mercy and relief to the suffering are beloved by God. Similarly, Jesus is fond enough of Lazarus to
weep at his tomb and, later, to raise him from the dead. The etymology of ‘Bethany,’ the village of
Lazarus and his sisters Mary and Martha, suggests a meaning such as ‘house of misery’ or ‘house of
affliction.’ Bethany, some scholars suggest, may have been one of a collection of colonies to which
the sick and suffering were taken for relief and convalescence. (See the discussion and references at
<https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Bethany>, August 1, 2019.)
Lazarus and his sisters, we know, were not among the sick. In fact, Luke points out they have a
home in Bethany (Luke 10:38–42), which they freely open to Christ and His disciples, suggesting that
Lazarus and his sisters would have been among the caretakers in Bethany, if indeed it were a place
of refuge for the sick. The evidence is not conclusive, but context suggests that perhaps Mary,
Martha, and Lazarus labored to bring relief to the suffering. Like Tabitha, they too were “full of
good works and acts of charity.” Like Tabitha, they were also among the ‘gazelles’ beloved by God.
Scripture emphasizes the special affection that God has for the compassionate by having Tabitha
and Lazarus raised from the dead. And not just to display the power of Christ, but presumably so
that Tabitha and Lazarus might continue their vital ministries to the poor and suffering.
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then have Paul and Silas cast into prison. The imagery here is striking in our contemporary
setting: Paul and Silas are engaged in bringing the exploitation and trafficking of a young
girl to an end.

The above is a small set of episodes in which justice is inseparable from mission in the New
Testament Church.
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Chapter 3
The Poverty Sermons of the Cappadocian Fathers

1. Overview of the chapter
In chapter 2, we attempted to provide a useful reflection on the witness which Scripture
provides on compassionate outreach to the poor and suffering. As stated then, a full treatment
of “what the Bible says” about correcting injustice is beyond the scope of this project. Our goal
was to reflect on a small set of major themes, not for the sake of academic thoroughness, but for
the sake of energizing ministry. To this end, the dual discussion of (1) Matthew 25 and (2) the
“functions” of justice in Scripture were offered not so much as arguments for a point of view,
but as potential resources for parishes seeking to replace the false ideal of “serving the parish”
with the concept of “the parish as servant,” as Fr Alexander Schmemann urges.
In chapter 3, our goal will be similar, but more modest still. If Scripture is deep beyond
measure for those looking to understand the Christian call to justice and mercy, then the
patristic witness concerning ministry to the poor and suffering is equally without bound. The
writings of the Church fathers, the lives of the saints, and the history of the Church’s missionary
activity provide an endless supply of examples of how to “be doers of the word, and not hearers
only.”1 So again, we will offer a reflection with only narrow scope. Rather than survey what
the Church fathers say about wealth, poverty, and Christian charity, we will focus on just the
Cappadocian fathers, St Basil the Great, St Gregory of Nazianzus, and St Gregory of Nyssa.
And even within the wealth of writings that survive from them, we will limit our discussion to
just seven sermons, known collectively as the “poverty sermons” of the Cappadocian fathers.
The poverty sermons themselves have direct connections to Basil’s project of providing relief to
the poor in Caesarea in response to the widespread suffering caused by famine and grain
hoarding in 369. The words and actions of Basil and his colleagues are timeless examples to
every parish dedicated to compassion and mercy. And so we will treat these sermons as
shorter-form summaries of their thinking on justice, and we will treat the Cappadocian fathers’
views more widely as representing a consensus patrum. These are substantial assumptions, but
sound ones given how these saints figure centrally in the dogmatic, liturgical, canonical, and
monastic traditions of the Church. And as with chapter 2, this present chapter is offered as a
resource, not as an argument. We already know that any given father or mother among the
saints will urge us to “be merciful as your Father is merciful,”2 but by appreciating the work
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and words of just a few saints in greater detail, we have the opportunity to understand why this
is such a critical commandment to follow.
After reviewing the work of Basil and the poverty sermons of Basil and the two
Gregories, we will return to the lessons they provide in chapter 6. There, we will focus on
developing an Orthodox moral theology to help us understand the role that seeking justice
plays in our Orthodox vision of salvation through Jesus Christ. Following this, we will develop
the practical guidelines introduced in chapter 1 as the “Five Cs of the Servant Parish.”

2. The beautiful tension: wealth and poverty in the early church
The task of pursuing compassionate ministry for the sake of the poor would be an
urgent and unambiguous charge for all Christians if Christ had simply said with perfect clarity
that wealth was inherently evil, and that renouncing wealth to benefit the poor was a
universally binding command on all Christians at all times. Such clarity, however, does not
attach to the teachings of Christ. John McGuckin notes that “the seeds of ambiguity”
concerning wealth are present even in the Gospel texts, and these seeds grow into a tradition of
ambivalence towards wealth and possessions both in the patristic period and throughout each
Christian age.3 In the apostolic age, the commandment given to the rich young ruler to “go and
sell all you have”4 was most likely understood quite practically as advice to the missionary
minded that to travel one must lay aside the local anchors of industry and possessions.5 And in
the second and third centuries, as the Church endured periods of persecution, the main
meaning of radical renunciation was still a commonsense one: those who possess much have
much to lose and, so, may choose apostasy more readily than those who have divested for the
sake of fidelity to the Gospel.6
But as the Church enters an age of protection in the fourth century, the urgency of both
mission and martyrdom fades, and so too does the more practical interpretation of the teachings
concerning radical renunciation.7 One option in the age of imperial favor is to universalize the
passages that command us to “go and sell,” making this sort of renunciation something that is
binding on all Christians. The problem, as McGuckin points out, is that by definition this
approach lacks context. In the apostolic age, the Holy Spirit compelled Apostles and
John A. McGuckin, “The Vine and the Elm Tree: the Patristic Interpretation of Jesus’ Teaching
on Wealth.” In W.J. Sheils and Diana Wood, eds., The Church and Wealth: Studies in Church History,
vol. 24. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987), 1–14.
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missionaries to move with confidence into new and hostile regions. In the age of martyrdom,
Church persecution suggested a nearness to the apocalypse. In both cases, there was a wider
framework, one that allowed the hearer to naturally understand the commandment to “go and
sell” as a commonsense bit of instruction. In the fourth century, and onward, there was never
an obvious choice for such a wider, meaning-giving framework. Urgent evangelism did not
now make sense. Also, the return of Christ seemed less immediate, now that state aggression
against the Church was tamed. And so the Church began to search for new forms of
“metaphysical engagement”—ways of making the commandment to “go and sell” make sense
to all Christians.8 McGuckin notes that no such single context emerged. All that emerged were
competing ways to think about wealth. “I would suggest that it is this ambivalence of doctrine
in the earliest period which accounts for a similar ambivalence in the Church’s attitude to
wealth that abides throughout the patristic era and still affects Christian ideology today.”9
Nevertheless, the Gospel texts concerning radical renunciation remain as plain as black
and white on the biblical page. And the questions remain. What is the correct context for
interpreting the counsel to “go and sell” all that one has, to give it to the poor, and to follow
Christ? Is it meant literally? And for whom is it a binding commandment? Could it be a
universal requirement?
From the earliest centuries there has been disagreement on how to interpret the
teachings of Christ on wealth and possessions. Perhaps many find this longstanding
disagreement on a basic moral principle to be a source of awkwardness or embarrassment—as
if the perennial ambivalence toward wealth is actually the bad-faith symptom of a Church
engaged in self-deception, a Church somehow compromised by, and ashamed of, its close
association with Mammon. But the Church is not guilty of denial and double mindedness, and
neither is the “tradition of ambivalence” described by McGuckin necessarily something
untoward or scandalous. Against any easy and facile criticisms, I suggest that the absence of
unity on the question of wealth has been a life-giving and fruitful experience for the Church,
and one that our parishes today can appropriate and learn from.
Perhaps this oversimplifies the complex relationship between Christians and wealth, but
it is useful to appreciate the beautiful tension in Church history between two competing
approaches to the biblical texts concerning radical renunciation. On the one hand, there are
those who follow the second-century preaching of Clement of Alexandria and maintain that
Christ’s teachings should be interpreted in a spiritual way.10 Yes, the commandment to “go and
sell” applies to all Christians, but the commandment should not be understood in a literal or
strictly material sense. It is not wealth that is the source of sin and human misery, but rather
our attachments to wealth. In fact, strong attachment to anything—power, prestige, ideology of
any kind—is what keeps the rich man from entering the kingdom. Clement “widens the eye of
8
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the needle”11 to ensure that indeed the camel can pass through. The wealthy Christian can enter
the kingdom so long as the Christian does not nurture selfish and sinful attachments to wealth.
The second approach is represented by the figure of Anthony the Great and more
widely by the emergence of monasticism among desert dwellers around Alexandria in the third
century. Anthony famously heard the story of Christ’s encounter with the rich young man and
applied the teaching to himself in the literal sense: he sold his inheritance and followed Christ
into voluntary poverty, embracing a life of prayer and work for the Gospel’s sake.12
The two approaches are in tension with one another. Clement represents a broader,
more spiritualized interpretation of Christ’s teachings. Anthony represents a more hardline,
commonsense interpretation of the Lord’s commandments. If Clement is correct, then wealth is
not incompatible with discipleship. If Anthony is correct, then discipleship presupposes
divestiture. This is a knotty problem. How should we think about wealth? Is it truly a bar to
entering the kingdom? Is Clement’s approach the correct one, or does the monastic vision
represent the only way of keeping the commandment to “go and sell”? Does either Clement or
Anthony miss something, or does either of them assume too much in their interpretation of
Christ’s encounter with the rich young man? The right angles created by these perpendicular
approaches pinch and poke us, and they move us to look for solutions that are tidy and
decisive. But after nearly twenty centuries, it is doubtful that the Church will ever side
conclusively with one position or the other. Neither will holy tradition likely guide us toward a
way of harmonizing the approaches represented by Clement and Anthony. The tension has
always been there, and it always will.
Nevertheless, the Christian should not prematurely despair. The enduring tension
between Clement and Anthony is not evidence that Christ’s teachings are hopelessly beyond
understanding. Neither does the tension entail that the Christian vision of holiness is
hopelessly fuzzy and full of gaps. To the contrary, this is a beautiful tension, one worth living
with. We should not be so quick to wish it away, nor to grasp at shoddy and passing solutions
conditioned more by earthly ideologies than by a true desire to the hear the word of the Lord
and keep it.
The tension is beautiful because it forces us to return again and again to the Word whose
words remain a puzzle for the Church. It is a good thing that the Church has never settled on a
single-minded doctrine of wealth and possessions since holiness, in the end, is a mystery.
Instead, the Church has nurtured a variety of positions, each determined to provide a
connection between Christ and all Christians. The Gospel is a Gospel for the poor, for certain,
but also for the wealthy and the classes in between. If the positions represented by Clement and
Annewies van den Hoek, “Widening the Eye of the Needle: Wealth and Poverty in the Works
of Clement of Alexandria,” 75. In Susan Holman, ed. Wealth and Poverty in Early Church and Society,
67–75. Van den Hoek gives credit for this way of describing Clement’s effort to the historian
Elizabeth A. Clark, History, Theory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2004), 173.
11

12

2019.

Athanasius the Great, Life of Antony. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/2811.htm>, August 1,

42

Anthony both seem compelling, this should be received as a gift. The tension between them
gives us a reason to make Christ the measure of all things—to seek guidance, in humility, from
the Logos whose logoi open up multiple pathways to sanctity and Christian transformation.13
Returning to Christ, again and again, reminds us of course that holiness is not, in the
first place, a reflection of our relationship to wealth. Attitudes toward possessions and poverty
are important, for certain, but only derivatively. What matters most is our relationship to one
another. Sanctity is not a function of our affection for something abstract. Sanctity arises from
our affection for others. Neither radical renunciation nor angelic detachment is the first
commandment. Love is. “If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but
have not love, I gain nothing.”14
Love is what makes the Christian Church a truly revolutionary presence in the world.
Anthony’s renunciation and Clement’s detachment are certainly admirable forms of Christian
virtue, but as options, they are of course not unique to Christianity. Long before the life and
death of Christ, for example, the Cynics outlined a system of virtue based on austerity and
voluntary poverty. The Pythagoreans similarly emphasized asceticism as a way to bring proper
balance to the relationship between part and whole in the human person. The Stoics proposed
an alternative approach to human flourishing based not on renunciation but on self-control in
all matters. Likewise, those who followed Epicurus singled out tranquility and freedom from
painful emotions as the highest human virtue. The Hellenistic scene is saturated with preChristian examples of the disagreement between Clement and Anthony. And acknowledging
this does not deflate the importance of the disagreement between their interpretations of the
words of Christ. But what truly changes the social imagination of those living in the late Roman
empire is not merely the Christian update of Hellenistic forerunners. Christianity does for
certain “baptize” what is noble and choiceworthy in the wider pagan culture that incubates it.
But what fundamentally changes the capacity of human beings in late antiquity to see
themselves and their world is the Christian Gospel, not merely a Christianized version of
inherited human wisdom. The experience of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ as God, in the
Christian Church, fundamentally changes the capacity of human beings in late antiquity to see
themselves and their world.
Christianity, in the words of Peter Brown, “is a new departure.”15 And the critical
century in the Christian revolution is the fourth century. For certain the conversion of
Constantine and the privileging of Christianity in the early 300s are pivotal events in the history
of the Church, but this is not the “new departure” introduced by the Christian Gospel. Indeed,
McGuckin points out that Clement and Anthony, though they draw different conclusions
about the meaning of Christ’s words concerning radical renunciation, in the end both put Christians
on a path that, in time, leads to greater simplicity and voluntary poverty for the sake of caring for
the poor. “The Vine and Elm Tree,” 12.
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the Edict of Milan and the new imperial favoritism toward Christianity are, in themselves,
accomplishments achieved on behalf of the faith. Christianity is but the passive beneficiary of
these trends, not an active player changing the wider culture directly. But later, in the fourth
century, the agency of the Church is felt in profound and radical ways. The Church in the late
300s is more than settled and stable. The Church has matured, especially as the Nicene
Orthodoxy of St Athanasius the Great overcomes the Arian heresy that Jesus is created. The
Church, as Nicene, is ready to unleash a new vision of human flourishing on the wider world,
one that does not build on its Hellenistic predecessors, but supersedes them.
At the center of the historic push and pull in late antiquity is the activity of the Christian
16
bishop. The bishops are the pioneers that move the Church into alien cultural territory, one
that did not know the categories identified by Christ as the focus of his ministry:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the
poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind,
to set at liberty those who are oppressed.17

In the fourth century, there were already within the empire well entrenched practices of
patronage and civic support. “In the late Roman quite as much as in classical times, the Roman
empire was held together by personal ties expressed and cemented through massive giving ...
The rich and powerful followed the example of the emperors; they held their followers together
by gifts.”18 Peter Brown for this reason writes that the Roman empire is not only justly called an
“empire of honor,” but also an “empire of gifts.”19 Civic and political stability were
strengthened by a culture of top-down beneficence in which the wealthy gave generously and
publicly to the citizenry. For certain there was the dole itself, the distribution of grain to all
from the imperial holdings. But even the dole was less a program for granting relief to the poor
and more an example of how material patronage functioned as a powerful tool for creating and
sustaining a sense of identity. Citizens, not “the poor,” were entitled to the distribution of

“To put it bluntly: in a sense, it was the Christian bishops who invented the poor. They rose to
leadership in late Roman society by bringing the poor into ever sharper focus. They presented their
actions as a response to the needs of an entire category of persons (the poor) on whose behalf they
claimed to speak. ... Step by step, they soaked significant areas of late antique society in the novel
and distinctive dye of a notion of ‘love of the poor.’” Brown, 8–9.
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food.20 And so even the ubiquitous distribution of grain to the citizens of Roman cities was an
example of the wider practice of euergesia, or the “doing of good deeds” by wealthy patrons for
the benefit of the citizens under their ruling authority. Euergetism was prevalent and
prominent. The wealthy were the ones who financed public works, religious feasts, civic
festivals, games, and large celebrations for the support and entertainment of the civic body. But
in all of this, the motivation was never charity or philanthropia. “The poor” was not a category to
which the euergetai gave any thought. The practice of patronage was never done out of a
concern to relieve the suffering of the many who struggled daily against grinding poverty.
Those we might today identify as “the poor” in fact were rarely the beneficiaries of Roman
euergesia since they were not holders of Roman citizenship. The scholar Paul Veyne corrects the
wrong assumption that the ancient ideal of beneficence was rooted in a concern for the poor. He
“argues that euergetism functioned within this [Roman] economy for three purposes: to display
wealth, to express respect for the dead, and to exercise political responsibilities.”21 Even in
fourth-century Christendom, the virtue of compassion and the practice of granting relief was
largely understood in terms of benefitting the citizenry, not ministering to the poor.
By the end of the fourth century, this all begins to change, thanks in large part to the
work of Christian bishops. Brown and others have documented the important role played by
the Christian bishop during late antiquity as the Church moves from protected imperial cult to
universal institution.22 One major source for change in this period is the work done by bishops
to strip away the pre-Christian assumptions about community and “body” and to replace them
with a more expansive understanding of human solidarity, one that aligns with the vision
expressed through Jewish Scripture and the Christian Gospel. It is this work by the bishops in
late antiquity that leads Brown to describe Christianity as a “new departure.” It is this work that
creates the conditions that ultimately unite the wealthy and the poor, forming a single
community defined by a shared identity. Christian bishops succeed in uniting the rich with
others hitherto invisible to them, including the sick, the poor, the hungry, and the displaced.
And by forging this wider alliance the bishops make possible truly novel and revolutionary
institutions, including hospitals, poor houses, and associations for the protection of widows and
orphans.23
How did the bishops bring about this change in the social imagination of the late Roman
empire? Certainly the power of episcopal oratory contributed much. But more than skilled
rhetoric was needed for an empire to experience conversion. What most likely shifted history
was the particular Nicene vision on which the bishops founded their preaching and their
Holman, The Hungry are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 38–41. See also Peter Brown, Poverty and Leadership, 26–28.
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ministries. The Christian revolution that begins to take place in the late fourth century is best
described as applied theology. In particular, the victory in Christology won at the first
ecumenical council in Nicaea in 325 has a profound impact in time on ecclesiology, on the way
the Church understands itself as a community. Nicene Orthodoxy insists on the divinity and
the humanity of Jesus Christ. As members of the body of Christ, baptized Christians share in
this same dignity. All are elevated by inclusion. The poor in particular are moved out of the
shadows and given a visibility previously withheld from them in the Hellenistic and late
imperial periods. Perhaps the destitute were not members of the civic body, and so had no role
in the economy of euergetism, but as members of the body of Christ they participate no less in
the divine-human mysteries of the Church than the emperor himself. Arianism would have
preserved the status quo, keeping the poor invisible. Arianism would have introduced no
irritant capable of dislodging the pre-Christian assumptions about community built into the
Roman culture of patronage. But Nicene Orthodoxy pours fire down the throat of paganism
and reimagines the poor, giving them a share in the nobility of the Savior they worship.
Consequently, by the late fourth century, the Church is capable of redirecting wealth
away from the “good deeds” of civic and political consolidation and toward the saving deeds of
compassionate love for one’s suffering brothers and sisters in the Church. And the bishop
stands at the critical meeting point between Church and empire. It is his preaching and his
negotiations that begin to replace the culture of euergesia with the vision of the Christian Gospel,
one that commends philanthropy because it is the Philanthropos who is worshipped.
We will soon turn to a brief exploration of one particular episode in the longer story of
this emerging sea change—the words and work of the Cappadocian fathers Basil the Great,
Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa in response to the drought and food shortages of
369. But to end this section, it is useful to return to the “beautiful tension” described at the
outset between the attitudes towards wealth represented by the figures of Clement and
Anthony. We noted above that the conflict between the two approaches to Christ’s words to “go
and sell” is a helpful one for Christians. If there is indeed a stalemate between competing
interpretations of the Lord’s teachings about wealth, then it is critical that the Christian return
again and again to the Word whose words are not so easily tamed. It is solidarity with Christ
that, in the first place, opens to us the kingdom of heaven and allows us to travel there through
grace and repentance.
And what we see when we return to Christ is enough to dissolve the stalemate between
the more literal and more allegorical ways of understanding the renunciation of wealth. The
perceived Maginot line between Clement and Anthony is something of an illusion, in other
words. It is love for the other, not one’s relationship to wealth, that matters for the Christian. If
there is a clear and coherent “Christian doctrine of wealth,” then it will follow not from a close
consideration of select proof texts in Scripture, but rather from what Basil the Great will call the
“mother commandment” to love the neighbor.24 Money is a form of love. We love by means of
money no less than by means of spiritual and emotional support. As we see what love requires,
Basil, Homily 8. C. Paul Schroeder, ed. and trans., St Basil the Great: On Social Justice,
(Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’ Seminary Press, 2009), 85.
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then we see what we must do with money. And as we will learn in our brief study of Basil the
Great, love does not push us toward simple answers to complicated question. “What should I
do with my money?” neither has nor should have an easy, eternal answer. Love is a mystery
that honors the complexities of human existence and presupposes a relationship with others.
One can be both a monastic and a misanthrope, sadly. In such a case, neither Clement nor
Anthony will do one much good. If one refuses to create and sustain relationships of love, then
giving away one’s riches—or having the right attitude of detachment toward them—will not
make a difference to one’s salvation. Giving away money to the faceless “poor” is not what
Christ requires. He requires love, and love requires an experience of the human situation
present in the lives of those around us.

3. Caesarea, 369: “For terrible among us is the famine of love.”
In the next section we will explore a few of the main themes in the “poverty sermons” of
Basil, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa. The catalyst for these sermons is a food
shortage crisis in Caesarea in 369. Basil himself was ordained to the priesthood in 365 and
served in Caesarea. He would later become bishop there in 370, in the aftermath of the famine
and its devastation. His relief work in Caesarea is one of the great episodes in the early history
of the Constantinian Church showcasing the power of a Christian bishop to leverage his
position and influence in support of the poor.
Caesarea in Cappadocia was located at the center of the modern state of Turkey. It was
near neither seaports nor sister cities of similar significance.25 Instead, Caesarea was buried in
the deep interior of a region that was largely dedicated to the breeding, training, and feeding of
horses for use by the empire on its eastern side.26 As a city, it largely stood alone, unconnected
to other towns and urban areas in a way that was typical of other cities in the empire. These
geographical and economic factors combined to create and sustain acute starvation in
Caesarea.27
A winter drought is what triggered the crisis, but the drought itself fell short of a fullblown famine. What turned the drought into a humanitarian emergency was the response on
the part of the rich. Some, no doubt, feared that crop failure would be unavoidable in the
springtime. Others, however, were concerned to use the scarcity to their advantage
economically. In either case, the rich largely closed their storehouses in response to the drought
of 369. The excess grain already possessed by the rich would have been enough to ensure the
safety of the general region. This buffering effect was one of the virtues of storehouses,
allowing a population to draw on past surpluses in years when harvests were weak. But
Philip Rousseau, Basil of Caesarea (Berkeley, CA: University of California, Berkeley, 1994), 136.
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storehouses were also important to the profiteer—they could be used to create and sustain
scarcity at will, allowing the landowners to keep prices high if they so desire. The grain
hoarding that occurred in 369, whether driven by fear or by greed, created a widespread food
shortage in Cappadocia. And since Caesarea was so isolated, it naturally became the place to
which the rural poor then traveled in search of relief. But conditions inside the city were no
better than those on the imperial farmlands which supported the military. The storehouses
were closed, and no one had access to grain.
Basil’s main response was two-fold. First, there was the preaching and public discourse
through which “he challenged the rich to act as euergetai to the poor.”28 Just as the affluent in
the pre-Christian empire were honored for their generosity to the civic body and its citizenry,
the rich in fourth-century Caesarea were urged by Basil to see themselves as the honored
caretakers of a Christian body with vastly more expansive boundaries—boundaries that include
the poor and the suffering in addition to those who supported civic life and culture through
their labor and taxes. Basil’s appeal to the rich was direct: open the storehouses and let the
available grain do its intended job, for the good of all. Human beings have caused the suffering
in Caesarea. The natural world and its unpredictable patterns are not to blame. “For great
among us is the famine of love,” he writes to the governor in this period.29
Basil’s second response was practical. In addition to urging the rich to intervene and
undo the hoarding, Basil led an effort to build a “new city” outside of Caesarea dedicated to the
care and comfort of those in extreme need.30

Basil built his hospice for the poor, an early form of what became known as the “bishop’s
palace,” on the family’s country estate after the famine and after his official consecration as
bishop. This edifice included a complex of apartments for the bishop, his guests, needy
travelers, and the poor. Here the sick received medical and hospice care from physicians,
nurses, cooks, and servants. The poor who could work were employed or trained in various
places. Basil called it a ptōchotropheion, literally a place to feed, nurture, and patronize (trēpho)
the destitute poor (ptōchos).31

Such hospices for the poor were not unknown, but the scale of Basil’s project—which became
known as the ‘Basileias’ (bishop’s palace)—provoked the worry among local officials that Basil
would ask for an exemption from taxation, suggesting that the sum was a considerable one to
28
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the revenue collectors.32 And not just the scale, but the vision behind the scale suggested that
the Christian hospice represented not just a baptism of pagan hospitality, but a genuinely “new
departure,” to use Peter Brown’s term again. Brian Daley agrees:
What I would like to argue here, at any rate, is that that large and complex welfare
institution on the outskirts of the Cappadocian metropolis that came to be known as the
“Basileias” represented a new and increasingly intentional drive on the part of these highly
cultivated bishops and some of their Christian contemporaries to reconstruct Greek culture
and society along Christian lines, in a way that both absorbed its traditional shape and
radically reoriented it.33

Even Philip Rousseau in his rather more cool and cautious biography of Basil notes that Basil’s
ambition “heralded nothing less than a major social revolution, setting in place patterns of
collaboration and of economic and political patronage that challenged directly the hypocrisy,
corruption, and uncontrolled self-interest governing, in Basil’s eyes, the society in which he had
to operate.”34 Rousseau in particular points out that Basil looks beyond mere charity and
hospitality when he establishes his new city. Basil describes the Basileias and its residents, both
those who are well and those who are ill, as participating in “the way that is in accordance with
Christ’s polity.”35 The Basileias provided relief to the poor, but it also modeled “how we should
live day to day,” and so offered all Christians a pathway into a vision of life inspired by the
Gospels.36 “All such references suggest that the ‘new city’ was seen as a centre of religious
formation almost as much as a refuge for those in distress.”37
Was the Basileias a success in human terms? Did it last? Daley points out the following.

Gregory of Nazianzus portrays Basil’s collection of hostels and monastic buildings ... as a
“new city” erected outside the walls of old Caesarea. One of the ironies of history, perhaps,
is that this later came to be true in a geographical sense, as well as a moral and cultural one:
other buildings began to cluster around the Basileias in the century or so after its
32
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construction, and it became the nucleus of the city’s later development, underlying the
modern Turkish city of Kayseri; walls were erected around it in Justinian’s time that served
later as the foundation of Ottoman fortifications, and the old city—already crumbling,
apparently, in Basil’s day—gradually became uninhabited.38

When Justinian decided to protect Caesarea two centuries after Basil, he chose the “new city”
that Basil built, not the old Caesarea that provoked widespread starvation in 369.39

4. The poverty sermons, four themes
Our focus here is an exploration of seven sermons, four by Basil the Great, two by Gregory
of Nyssa, and one by Gregory Nazianzus. Below are abbreviations for the sermons, their
associated titles in English, and the location of the sermons in Patrologia Graeca.

Homily 6
Homily 7
Homily 8
Psalm 14
On Love 1
On Love 2
Oration 14

Basil, I Will Tear Down My Barns (PG 31.261–78).
Basil, To the Rich (PG 31.277–304).
Basil, In the Time of Famine and Draught (PG 31.303–28).
Basil, Against Those who Lend at Interest (PG 29.264–80).
Nyssa, On Love of the Poor 1: On Good Works (PG 46.453–70).
Nyssa, On Love of the Poor 2: On Saying ‘Whoever Has Done it to One of These Has
Done it to Me’ (PG 46.471–90)
Nazianzus, On the Love of the Poor (PG 35.857–909).

The English translations we rely on are given below.40
The dating of the sermons is mostly known, but there are some uncertainties. For
instance, Basil’s Homilies 6–8 were written in the spring and summer of 369 while still a
38
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presbyter.41 Basil’s sermon against usury is dated to the period around 369, and is related to
some of the main themes in Homilies 6–8.42 Nyssa’s two sermons have been dated by Jean
Daniélou to the 380s, but Brian Daley suggests that there is no evidence against assigning them
to an earlier date, much closer to the famine of 369.
Although the dating and original setting of all three must remain conjectural, I want to
suggest here that both Gregory of Nyssa’s two homilies “on loving the poor” and Gregory of
Nazianzus’s Oration 14, on the same subject, can best be understood if we suppose they
were originally delivered in Caesarea during the years that Basil was developing and
carrying out his philanthropic program, and that both their content and their style were
carefully crafted to lend persuasive force to what Basil himself had begun. They seem
unquestionably to belong to the same project of “building a new city.”43

We will follow Daley and view the seven “poverty sermons” as connected to the larger project
of creating and sustaining the new city of Basil in response to the famine of 369.
The sermons themselves each have a setting and a focus. Basil’s Homily 6 is a reflection
on the parable of the rich man who desires to build bigger barns after an abundant harvest
(Luke 12:16-21). Using the rich man as a cipher for all in Caesarea who horde their surpluses,
Basil condemns those who use these “treasuries of injustice”44 for “trafficking in the needs of
others”45 thereby enhancing their own worth. Homily 7 is a reflection on Christ’s encounter with
the rich young man in Matthew 19:16–22, the very passage which leads Anthony the Great to
pursue the radical renunciation of his own wealth. As we will see below, Basil here develops a
powerful alternative to the competing interpretations associated with Anthony and Clement of
Alexandria. In addition, he explores the psychology of greed, and sketches the profile of those
among his listeners who seek to justify their appetites and accumulation. Homily 8 takes Amos
3:8 as its text. In it, Basil builds the case that love has cosmic repercussions beyond human
beings and their relationships: “because love has dried up,” writes Basil, “the fields are arid.”46
Failure to love causes a disruption in nature itself, leading to upheavals such as famine and
plague. Repentance can restore balance to both nature and human relationships. And finally in
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Psalm 14, with its focus on verse 5, Basil attacks the practice of lending at interest both for the
human suffering it necessarily creates, and for the false veneer of respectability that lending
practices provide to those who wish to white-wash their addiction to greed.
The three sermons by the two Gregories reinforce the attack begun by Basil on the preChristian assumption that the poor are disenfranchised outsiders with no claim to full
membership in the larger bodies that might otherwise provide them relief. In On Love 1 & 2
Gregory of Nyssa offers two extended reflections on the parable of the Last Judgment in
Matthew 25 taking seriously, as we did above in chapter 2, the power of compassion to make us
divine by grace. Gregory of Nazianzus in Oration 14 identifies love as the chief Christian virtue,
showing “human kindness ... to [be] the single way of salvation for both our souls and bodies”47
and arguing with particular power for the claim that all bodies are worthy of compassion
because of our unity in Christ as his mystical body.
What unifies the sermons, however, and what allows them to achieve a change in the
wider social imagination of late antiquity, are the themes they share. These themes reflect the
power of Nicene Orthodoxy as it moves from a mainly theological victory in the early 300s to a
victory in the later 300s over pre-Christian social structures that excluded the poor and
suffering. The poverty sermons do not single-handedly overthrow the pagan ancien regime, but
they do epitomize the pressure which Nicene Orthodoxy is able to apply to the walls that once
kept the citizenry and the suffering separate and unmixed. We will explore these shared themes
in the remainder of this section.

4A. A new approach to Matthew 19:16–22
In Homily 7, Basil is suspicious of the rich young man who approaches Jesus and asks
“Teacher, what good deed must I do to inherit eternal life.”48 The man addresses Christ as
‘teacher’ but does not wish to follow what he learns. His intent is not truly good, notes Basil,
since in the end he does what pleases the average person. “All this,” and more, “clearly
demonstrates the discord of motives and his own internal disagreement.”49 But Basil levels an
even stronger charge when he claims that, in effect, the young man is lying when he claims to
have honored all the commandments. Basil has in mind, in particular, the commandment that
each person love his neighbor as he loves himself. Basil makes an inference from the man’s
conspicuous wealth to the man’s lack of love. This is the climax of a distinctive interpretation of
Matthew 19:16–21.
Here is Basil’s argument in full:
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Look, the Lord’s offer shows just how distant you are from true love! For if what you say is
true, that you have kept from your youth the commandment of love and have given to
everyone the same as to yourself, then how did you come by this abundance of wealth? Care
for the needy requires the expenditure of wealth: when all share alike, disbursing their
possessions among themselves, they each receive a small portion for their individual needs.
Thus, those who love their neighbor as themselves possess nothing more than their
neighbor; yet surely you seem to have great possessions! How else can this be, but that you
have preferred your own enjoyment to the consolation of many? For the more you abound in
wealth, the more you lack in love.50

According to Basil, Jesus knows that the rich young man is not telling the truth. Perhaps he has
honored his father and mother. Perhaps he has not murdered or stolen or committed fraud, just
as he claims. But when the young man says that he has loved his neighbor as himself, Basil
pounces and concludes that Christ knows this is false. Basil’s assumption here is that the
commandment to love the neighbor as oneself is a “mother commandment”—it applies to
everything, and all other commandments follow from it. If it applies to everything, then in
particular it applies to money. Money is a form of love, and either one loves according to the
commandment, or one fails to love as Christ commands. More than this, Basil applies the
commandment to money quite literally. His suggestion in particular is that the commandment
to love one’s neighbor as oneself means that one will not spend more money on oneself than
one is willing to spend on those in need nearby.
In other words, we must set aside the traditional tithe. Basil reads “love your neighbor”
in a way that requires each to give 50% of one’s income to those in need. If I spend more on
myself than I give to others in need, then I love myself more than my neighbor. According to
Basil, when we take “love your neighbor as yourself” and apply it to money, this is what we
get. And the basic assumption Basil brings to his interpretation of Matthew 19:16–22 is that the
“mother commandment” of love does indeed apply to money, since it applies to everything
according to Christ.51
And so Christ knows that the rich young man is not telling the truth. Christ can clearly
see that the young man is indeed rather rich, Basil notes. In plain sight, he is someone who has
not loved others with his money as he loves himself. If he truly loved his neighbor as God
commands, it would not be so obvious that he indeed is a man of wealth.
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Playing with the math here will generate powerful material for those willing to use Basil’s
interpretation in sermons and other reflections on stewardship. For example, if I make six-figures
and drive a BMW and give only $1,000 to others each year, then I do not love others as I love myself.
I love myself at least 100 times more, according to the math. Maybe I tithe, and I give 10% away.
And that’s good, we should tithe to our churches. But according to Basil, it means that I still love
myself ten times more than I love my neighbor. I love myself ten times more than I love God.
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Basil’s profound insight is that this passage about giving away all one’s money is not, it
turns out, a passage about giving away all one’s money, at least not in the first place. Christ’s
hard teaching about wealth is only a teaching about wealth as a consequence of a more important
consideration. The passage, in the first place, is about love. Basil approaches the encounter with
the rich young man with an unbending criterion: nothing is outside the mother commandment
to love. Christians should look at everything and see targets to which this mother
commandment may apply. In this case, we should not forget that money is a form of love. As I
give it to others in need, I am loving them. As I withhold it from them, I am failing to love. The
young man does not have a wallet problem, he has a heart problem. 52
Basil’s approach to Matthew 19:16–22 gives us a new way of receiving the Lord’s followup command to "go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in
heaven; and come, follow me.” We have already explored the “beautiful tension” between the
more rigorist interpretation associated with Anthony the Great and the more allegorical one
associated with Clement of Alexandria. Anticipating the radical renunciation of monasticism,
Anthony exemplifies a literal satisfaction of this teaching about wealth. Hoping to widen the
eye of the needle and to allow room in heaven for the moneyed and the landed, Clement pushes
the case for hearing this teaching about wealth as a teaching about one’s attachments to wealth.
But in both cases, both for the rigorist and the accommodationist, this is a teaching primarily
about wealth. But Basil dismantles the hermeneutic framework that leads to this AnthonyClement stalemate. This passage is not primarily about wealth, it is about love. To Basil, the sin
of the rich young man is not the sin of failing to acquire the right attitude about money. Rather,
the rich young man has failed to love. This is his sin, and it is a sin against the poor.
On Basil’s approach, a new question emerges for the hearer. If convicted by the Lord’s
words to the rich young man, it is counterproductive to begin by asking in response “well, how
should I give more?” One can give all one wants, but it is still possible to do so with a stonecold heart. The better question in response is “well, how should I love more?”
This brings us back to the “beautiful tension” between the competing approaches of
Anthony and Clement to matters concerning wealth. The tension is beautiful, we said, since it
reminds us to return to the Word whose words we find so jarring. Holiness we noted was a
mystery, and it is a resource rather than an embarrassment when we acknowledge the wide
variety of options left open in tradition for the Christian of means. And in this way, Basil’s
interpretation ultimately reaches the same conclusion. If Basil’s reading leads one to ask “how
do I love more,” then of course any answer to this question must also begin by looking to Jesus
Christ as our model in all things. In love, Christ gives up everything to keep us close. He
desires to be with us, to become a human being and to live with us. In fact, his love is so
complete that he does not stop at giving 50% of what he has. Christ gives 100%. He gives his
own life, both on the cross and at every eucharistic sacrifice we celebrate. In Homily 7, Basil
begins to stage a social revolution by relocating the fundamental concern away from wealth
itself and placing it squarely on the emulation of Christ-like love. It is not a person’s
We should stop calling this the story of the Rich Young Man. We should call it the story of the
Cold-Hearted So-and-So.
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relationship to wealth that brings eternal life, it is her relationship to other human beings. Basil
assumes that where love leads, the wallet will follow.

4B. The Nicene inference
Basil’s poverty sermons were most likely written while the famine itself was keenly felt
by those in Caesarea. There is an immediacy to his tone, an urgency for change in the present
moment. There is theological reflection in them for certain, but largely his sermons are
argumentative and ad hominem, directed primarily to the affluent in his audience who might
benefit the suffering in practical ways in the present moment. The two Gregories likely wrote
their sermons in the aftermath of the famine, but not in its immediate aftermath. Nazianzus and
Nyssa have had the chance to explore and reflect on the crisis in a way that Basil could not,
given the sharpness of the suffering around him.
Nazianzus and Nyssa in particular use a strategy that I will call the “Nicene inference.”
The inference itself is easy to describe: from the goodness of one body (namely, Jesus’s body),
one can infer the goodness of all bodies. I call this the “Nicene” inference in particular because
it builds in a practical way on the Nicene orthodoxy established in the early fourth century in
response to the heresy of Arianism. Nazianzus and Nyssa can do what Arius cannot: they can
make a Christological argument for serving the poor, an argument based on who Jesus is and
what Jesus accomplishes.
For Nicene Christians, the Incarnation has profound implications, ones that help to
reshape the pre-Christian practice of public support to include the disenfranchised and noncitizens who suffer in such large numbers. This is the “new departure” described by Peter
Brown. The Nicene inference enables Christianity to release love on the world and bring about
unprecedented forms of compassion for the sick and suffering.
Nowhere in the poverty sermons do we find an explicit description of the Nicene
inference. But we can see the logic at work in several places. In both On Love 1 and On Love 2,
Nyssa is struggling to come to terms with the Church’s vision of the last judgment, and of the
parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25 in particular. As we know, Christ reveals in
the parable that his own identity coincides with the identity of the poor and the suffering.
“Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me.”53
This actually is not a shock unless one, at the same time, holds fast to the teaching that Jesus
eternally retains a divine nature as well. If, like Arius, one only believes that Jesus has a human
nature, then Jesus’ words do not add any value to the discussion. If an Arian does not already
believe that it is important to serve the poor, then finding out that Jesus is also among the poor
will not move the Arian to change his mind. After all, Jesus is just a human being. His poverty
will not raise the dignity of others who are poor. His solidarity with them is, at best, the
solidarity of one suffering human being with others who similarly suffer. But a good apple
added to a bad barrelful will in time give way to rot as well.
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But if that new apple brings something else to the barrel, some needed antidote for the
rot, then the one good apple will indeed bring healing to the rest. This is exactly what Nicene
Christians are capable of seeing in Christ. What Christ adds, of course, is his divine nature.
Nicene Orthodoxy maintains that Jesus is both fully human and fully divine. And so when
Jesus reveals in Matthew 25 that he identifies with the poor and the sick, he also reveals that a
new dignity is now conferred on suffering human beings. The goodness of his divinity touches
a human body in the Incarnation, and now all who unite themselves to Christ also unite
themselves to a divine-human being who chooses in love to be found among “the least of these
my brethren.” As a Nicene Christian, one cannot then distinguish between the value of the
human body assumed by Jesus and the value of the human bodies into whose suffering he
willingly enters. The value must be high in both cases. Jesus’ body is valued because Jesus is
also God. The bodies of the poor are valued because Jesus, as God, chooses to share his divinehuman life with them.
Nyssa has this Nicene inference in mind when he writes the following.

Do not despise those who are stretched out on the ground as if they merit no respect.
Consider who they are and you will discover their worth. They bear the countenance of our
Savior. The Lord in His goodness has given them His own countenance in order that it might
cause the hard-hearted, those who hate the poor, to blush with shame, just as those being
robbed thrust before their attackers the images of their king to shame the enemy with the
appearance of the ruler.54

By uniting his divine nature to the human nature we all share, Christ gives us a reason to
revalue the world, to see the world differently. For certain this produces the beautiful theology
of theosis, of deification by grace. But the consequences are very much practical and thisworldly as well. As you would treat the human body of the divine Christ, so treat all human
bodies, especially those for whom he expresses particular affection.
Nyssa uses the Nicene inference above in a positive manner, to encourage all to
“discover their worth.” But he also uses the same strategy in a negative manner, to dissuade
and condemn prejudice against poor as contrary to reason.

The Lord of angels, the king of celestial bliss, became man for you and put on this stinking
and unclean flesh, with the soul thus enclosed, in order to effect a total cure of your ills by
his touch. But to you, you who share the nature of this brokenness, you flee your own race.
No, my brothers, let not this odious judgment flatter you! Remember who you are and on
whom you contemplate: a human person like yourself, whose basic nature is not different
from your own. Don’t count too heavily on the future. In condemning the sickness that preys
upon the body of this man, you fail to consider whether you might be, in the process
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condemning yourself and all nature. For you yourself belong to the common nature of all.
Treat all therefore as one common reality.55

Here Nyssa reminds the hearer that the Incarnation destroys the myth that there are natural
divisions of rank among human beings. In the mystery of becoming one human being, the
divinity of the eternal Son of God elevates the worth of all human beings.
And finally, Nyssa emphasizes that the Incarnation allows us all to be agents of healing,
to do the work which Christ does. Each person is needed, either to heal or to be healed.

Do you flee, tell me, from the one who is sick? What repels you? That he has a weakness
characterized by oozing of the rotten humors and blood infected by pus, followed by a flow
of bile? For this is the medical explanation. Is it the sick person’s fault if the frail fabric of his
sickly nature exposes itself in these unfortunate ways? Don’t you see the healthy person
suffering with a boil, a pimple, or other irritations of this sort, of similar purulent
inflammations that overheat and redden the skin? What then? Does the rest of the body
energetically destroy itself? Just the opposite: all the healthy parts act together to resorb the
place of infection. This kind of suffering is not nauseating. Our healthy skin does not
interfere with the healing of the abscess. So why send these unfortunates away from us?56

The healthy are not idle members of the mystical body of Christ. They are needed as well. Just
as a healthy human body isolates and attacks infection through natural immune responses, so
also will healthy Christians aid and abet the Lord as he ministers directly to the poor and the
sick. Universal compassion is the natural immune response within the Church to the presence
of suffering.
Like Basil and Nyssa, Gregory Nazianzus also uses the Nicene inference to reach the
conclusion that the bodies of the poor cannot be ignored by Christians.

And we must, each of us, care no less for our neighbors’ bodies than our own, the bodies
both of those who are healthy and of those who are consumed by disease. ‘For we are all one
in the Lord, whether rich or poor, whether slave or free,’ whether in good health of body or
bad; and there is one head of all, from whom all things proceed: Christ. And what the limbs
are to each other, each of us is to everyone else, and all to all.57
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Here, Nazianzus moves from the premise that “we are one in the Lord” to the conclusion that
“each of us is to everyone else ... [as] the limbs are to each other.” This argument only makes
sense if Jesus adds something to those united to him. If Jesus is merely human, he adds nothing.
But if he also adds the dignity of his own divine nature, then all of humanity is elevated, and it
no longer becomes possible to sort human beings into the familiar categories of citizen and noncitizen, or worthy and unworthy. The divinity-humanity of Christ allows for the inference from
the importance of my body to the importance of all bodies, united in Christ. This inference is
only open to those committed to Nicene Christology.
Using the Nicene inference, Nazianzus also points out that evil is suffered by the sick in
more ways than we realize. Using leprosy as his example, Nazianzus writes that poverty is the
first evil suffered by the leper. Second, there is the evil of the sickness itself. But there is a third
evil:

the fact that no one will approach them, that most will not look at them, that all run away
from them, find them disgusting, try to keep them at a distance. So that for them something
still more burdensome than the disease is to perceive that they are hated because of their
misfortune.58

Illness brings the evil of separation. This is an evil, however, only if one already believes that
the sick possess a dignity that entitles them to full membership in the community at all times,
despite their unpleasant symptoms. But as a Nicene Christian, one already does believe in this
dignity, for all people and therefore for the sick as well. It is the dignity conferred on all human
beings by the union of two natures in the one person, Jesus Christ. God himself confirms the
elevated value of all human beings, now united to his own divinity by the Incarnation of his
son, so we must also accept the responsibility to care for that which God cares for: “God is not
ashamed to be called our Father, though he is our God and Lord; shall we, then, deny our own
human family?”59 Indeed, the division of human beings into classes and castes is itself a
corruption, by human power and by law, of God’s desire at creation to bring forth a single
human family, one that enjoys solidarity from the start.

...the human family has been shattered into a variety of names, and greed has destroyed the
noble beginnings of our nature, making an ally even of law, the surrogate of political power.
Yet think, I beg you, of humanity’s original equality, not of its later diversity; think not of the
conqueror’s law, but of the creator’s! As far as you can, support nature, honor primeval
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liberty, show reverence for yourself and cover the shame of your race, help to resist sickness,
offer relief to human need.60

We were all created to participate in God’s life. The Incarnation, understood as it is by Nicene
Orthodoxy, makes this possible once again for all human beings. And as a practical
consequence, we now have no excuse for honoring the artificial and corrupt ideologies that
glorify some and debase others.
Nazianzus continues, extracting real-world responsibilities from the Nicene theology of
the Incarnation: “Do not overlook your brother, do not pass by your sister, do not turn them
away as something polluting or unclean, as some alien things, to be avoided and cursed. This is
part of your body, even though it is bowed down by misfortune.”61 And with a thunderous
exclamation point, Nazianzus concludes his sermon this way:

...let us take care of Christ while there is still time; let us minister to Christ’s needs, let us
give Christ nourishment, let us clothe Christ, let us gather Christ in, let us show Christ
honor—not just at our table, as some do, nor just with ointment, like Mary, nor just with a
tomb, like Joseph of Arimathea, nor just with the things needed for burial, like that halfhearted lover of Christ, Nicodemus, nor just with gold and frankincense and myrrh, like the
Magi who came to him before all the rest. But since the Lord of all things ‘desires mercy and
not sacrifice,’ and since ‘a compassionate heart is worth more than tens of thousands of fat
rams,’ let us give this gift to him through the needy, who today are cast down to the ground,
so that when we are all released from this place, they may receive us into the eternal
tabernacle, in Christ himself, who is our Lord, to whom be glory for all the ages. Amen.62

Appealing to the mystical union of Christ and all disciples, Nazianzus concludes that through
our gifts to the needy, it is Christ himself we care for. Ministry to the poor and suffering is no
longer just a good deed for those inclined to voluntarily exceed the expected benevolence
associated with the pre-Christian economy of civil euergetism. Ministry to the poor and
suffering is revealed by Nazianzus, along with Basil and Nyssa, to be a practical and nonnegotiable consequence of our Nicene faith in Jesus Christ.
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4C. A new condition: no anonymous poor.
It is often easy to speak and preach about the poor, and yet keep them at a distance.
“The poor” can be turned into an abstract category, and it is entirely plausible to love “the
poor” without actually loving any poor people in particular. Similarly, one can love the idea of
“one body” without actually loving any particular limb, digit, organ, or appendage of that
body. The Cappadocian fathers are aware of this easy yet insufficient way of honoring the
mother commandment to love one’s neighbor. More than that, they understand that a personal
connection to the suffering is an essential condition for true change. So long as the poor remain
faceless and nameless, it is all too easy to let their condition fade into the background of all the
many social problems we face.
For this reason the Cappadocian fathers emphasize what we might call the “no
anonymous poor” condition. What love requires is not simply throwing money at a problem.
What love requires is compassion in the most literal meaning of that term. Love requires that
we “suffer with” those who suffer. This is what Christ does, both actually in the Gospels and
mystically in his identification with “the least of these my brethren.” This is what we must do.
We are commanded to love people, not simply to regret their suffering, and love requires a
personal connection.
Nowhere in their poverty sermons do Basil and the two Gregories actually state this “no
anonymous poor” condition, but with great power they model this condition using the
rhetorical device of ekphrasis. Using explicit and vivid depictions of suffering, the
Cappadocian fathers make sure that talk of sickness and suffering is not left at an abstract level.
Through ekphrasis they place the reality and harshness of human misery directly before their
listeners. Through words, they present people. They force their listeners to meet the ones they
are called to love.63
The poverty sermons include many moving passages that depict the appalling misery
endured by the poor and the sick. Basil himself uses ekphrasis to describe the horrors of
starvation brought on by the famine of 369.

The disease of those who are starving, namely hunger, is a terrible form of suffering. Hunger
is the most severe of human maladies, the very worst kind of death. The other hazards to
human life do not involve extended torment: whether in the case of death by the sword,
which brings about a swift end, or roaring flame, which swiftly extinguish life, or wild
beasts, that tear one limb from limb with their teeth, the interval of suffering is relatively
brief. But starvation prolongs the pain and draws out the agony, so that sickness is
ensconced and lurks within the body, while death is ever present yet ever delayed. The body
A particularly insightful and thorough exploration of how the poverty sermons deal with the
bodies of the poor, and not with just the collective and abstract “body of the poor,” is found in
chapter 2 of Susan Holman’s The Hungry are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia. She
notes there that “what is less examined in the story of Basil’s appeal to the rich and his establishment
of a hospital complex is his construction of the bodies of the poor themselves” (66).
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becomes dehydrated, its temperature drops, its bulk dwindles, its strength wastes away.
Skin clings to bone like a spider’s web. The flesh loses its natural coloration: its ruddiness
fades as the flow of blood decreases, while the alabaster of the skin turns discolored and
dark. The blood takes on a mottled hue, with yellow and black patches mingling in a manner
terrible to see. The knees can no longer support the weight of the body, but are forced to
drag along behind. The voice grows weak and feeble. The eyes become diseased and are
rendered useless, sunken in their sockets like fruits that shrivel up in their skins. The belly is
empty, shrunken to nothing, possessing neither girth nor the natural tone of the bowels, so
that the bones of the spine are visible from the front ... In certain circumstances, the torments
of hunger have even compelled people to transgress the boundaries of nature, causing one
human being to devour the body of another, even a mother that of her own child, so that in a
horrible manner she receives back into her own body that which she bore.64

Basil follows his ekphrasis here with exhortation: “the times are calling you to return to the
mother of the commandments”65—the commandment to love one’s neighbor.
In Homily 6, where he reflects on the parable of the rich man who desires bigger barns,
Basil issues a stern warning to his audience: “Do not enhance your own worth by trafficking in
the needs of others.”66 He then describes the horrors of poverty.

Yes, while the glitter of gold so allures you, you fail to notice how great are the groans of the
needy that follow you wherever you go. How can I bring the sufferings of the povertystricken to your attention? When they look around inside their own hovels, they do not spy
any gold among their things, nor shall they ever. They find only clothes and furnishings so
miserable that, if all their belongings were reckoned together, they would be worth only a
few cents. What then? They turn their gaze to their own children, thinking that perhaps by
taking them to the slave-market they might find some respite from death. Consider now the
violent struggle that takes place between the desperation arising from famine and a parent’s
fundamental instincts. Starvation on the one side threatens a horrible death, while nature
resists, convincing the parents rather to die with their children.67

64

Basil, Homily 8, 84–85.

65

Basil, Ibid., 85.

66

Basil, Homily 6, 63.

67

Basil, Ibid., 64.

61

But Basil notes that “time and again they vacillate, but in the end they succumb.”68 They sell
their children so that starvation may be delayed at least a little. Basil then enters the mind of
the tormented parent. Basil gives the parent a voice.

And what does a parent think at such times? “Which one should I sell first? Which one will
earn the greatest favor with the grain merchant? Should I choose the eldest? But I cannot
bear to do so, since he is the firstborn. The youngest? But I take pity on his youth, as yet
untouched by tragedy. This one looks just like his mother, that one shows aptitude in his
lessons. Curse this hopelessness! What am I to do? Which of my children shall I strike? What
kind of beast shall I become? How can I forget the bond of nature? If I hold onto all of them,
I must watch them all perish with hunger. If I send one of them away, how will I be able to
look the others in the eye ever again? ... How can I ever sit down at the table, which now has
plenty of food as a result of such a decision?69

Basil then moves from ekphrasis to rebuke, condemning his addressees. “And while the parent
comes with tears streaming down their faces to sell the dearest of their children, you are not
swayed by their sufferings.”70 He accuses the rich of “feigning ignorance of their plight, and
thus prolong[ing] the agony.”71 But Basil will not let them get away with the fakery. By his
words he places before them the persons, voices, and stories of the poor. “They come offering
their very heart in exchange for food. And yet ... you haggle for even more ... increasing the
tragedy on every side for these wretches.”72 Greed has replaced the natural bond of human
kindness and compassion: “Tears do not move you, groans do not soften your heart, but you
remain adamant and unbending.”73
In On Love 1, Gregory of Nyssa uses ekphrasis to personalize the ordeal of those who
suffer in particular from leprosy. It is especially easy to ignore the leper since lepers were often
required to live out of sight. Nyssa attacks the “gourmand” and all those who indulge in
“sumptuous dwellings” and “superfluous ornaments” with such excess that even Herod and
Herodias would blush.
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While this is going on in the house, a myriad of Lazaruses sit at the gate, some dragging
themselves along painfully, some with their eyes gouged out, others with amputated feet,
some quite literally creep, mutilated in all their members. They cry and are not heard over
the flutes’ whistling, loud songs, and the cackling of bawling laughter.74

If the poor cry out more urgently, “the porter of a barbarous master bounds out like a brute and
drives them away with strokes of a stick, setting the dogs on them and lashing their ulcers with
whipcord.”75 Nyssa reminds us that these are “the beloved of Christ” who “embody the
essential commandment” issued by Christ in the parable of the last judgment. And yet “they
retreat ... without having gained one mouthful of bread or meat, but satiated with insults and
blows.”76 Meanwhile, “in the den of Mammon, some vomit up their meal like an overflowing
vessel.”77 Nyssa concludes that “twofold is the sin that reigns in this house of shame: one is the
excess of the drunkards, the other the hunger of the poor who have been driven away.”78
In On Love 2, Nyssa continues to depict the leper and his suffering so that his audience
cannot further feign ignorance of their misery.

You see these people, whose frightful malady has turned them into beasts. In place of
fingernails, the disease has caused them to bear pieces of wood on hands and feet. Strange
impressions are left on our paths! Who recognizes there a human foot? These people who
yesterday stood upright and looked at the sky are here, today, bending to the earth, walking
on four feet, practically changed into animals. Listen to the rasping wheeze that comes from
their chest. Thus it is that they breathe.79

Nyssa condemns the hard hearts of his hearers. “Why aren’t you moved by any of the diseases
you perceive happening to other people?”80 He reminds them of the natural dignity given to
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the sick and suffering. “And do you not know who it is that lives in this condition? Man born
in the image of God, entrusted with the governance of the earth and the rule over all creatures,
here so alienated by sickness that one hesitates to recognize him.”81
Like Nyssa, Gregory of Nazianzus also explores the suffering endured by those with
leprosy. Through ekphrasis, Nazianzus provides a particularly moving account of the
psychological and social pain which accompanies the disease.

Their stands before our eyes a terrible, pitiable sight, unbelievable to anyone who did not
know it was true; human beings both dead and alive, mutilated in most parts of their body,
scarcely recognizable for who they are or where they come from; they are, rather, wretched
remnants of once-human beings. ... They are truncated human beings, deprived of
possessions, family, friends, and their very bodies. ... They are uncertain whether to lament
for the parts of their bodies that no longer exist, or for those that remain—those which the
disease has consumed, or those left for the disease to work on. The former have been
consumed most wretchedly, the latter are still more wretchedly preserved; the former have
disappeared before their bodies are buried, the latter have no one who will give them a
burial.82

In a particularly wrenching passage, Nazianzus explores the pain endured by the healthy who
are forced to send their loved ones into a lonely and painful exile. Leprosy shatters families, not
just persons. “Who could be more upright than a father?” begins Nazianzus, “Who more
sympathetic than a mother? But nature’s operation is shut off even for them.”83

The father looks at his own child, whom he begot and raised, whom alone he considered the
light of his life, for whom he prayed often and long to God, and now both grieves over that
child and drives him away—the first willingly, the second under compulsion. The mother
recalls the pangs of childbirth and her heart is torn apart: she calls his name wretchedly, and
when he stands before her she laments for her living child as if he were dead: “Unfortunate
child of a miserable mother, bitter disease has come to share you with me! Wretched child,
unrecognizable child, child whom I have raised only for the cliffs and mountaintops and
desert places. You will dwell with wild beasts, and rocks will be your roof; only the holiest
of people will look on you.”84
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Nazianzus allows the mother to speak, as Job once did.

“Why were you formed in the womb of your mother? Why did you not come from her belly
and immediately perish, so that death and birth might have been simultaneous? Why did
you not depart prematurely, before tasting the evils of this life? Why did these knees receive
you? Why were you allowed to suck at these breasts, since you were going to live so
wretchedly, a life more difficult than death?” So she speaks, and lets loose a flood of tears;
the unfortunate woman wishes to embrace her child, but fears his flesh as if it were the
enemy.85

And Nazianzus concludes by registering his disgust with the reality that lepers are treated
worse than known criminals and reprobates. When we stand to gain some benefit, we would
rather let a murderer stay in our own homes than send him away and lose the profit. But not so
with the leper. For him, exile is the only option. The disease becomes a sentencing, and the
sentence is never commuted.

From all the neighbors come loud shouts and gestures, driving him away—cries not directed
against criminals, but against the wretched. ... But in this person’s case suffering, rather than
any injury, is handed down as a criminal charge. So crime has become more profitable than
sickness, and we accept inhumanity as fit behavior for a free society, while we look down on
compassion as something to be ashamed of.86

The social and psychological pain is just as acute as the physical. So much so that “the kindest
person, for them, is not someone who supplies their needs, but someone who does not send
them off with a sharp word.”87

4D. Compassion and theosis.
A final theme to explore in the poverty sermons is the connection made by Basil and the
two Gregories between compassion and deification. They explain that compassion is more than
85

Gregory of Nazianzus, Ibid., 81.

86

Gregory of Nazianzus, Ibid., 81.

87

Gregory of Nazianzus, Ibid., 82.

65

commonsense virtue. Compassion transfigures the Christian, making her more and more like
the Christ she worships and serves. Brian Daley also recognizes this movement in a new
direction: “Yet for all these continuities between the Cappadocians’ philosophical rhetoric and
that of Cicero or Julian, the heart of their civic message was new: a vision of Christ as the true
emperor and the full realization of godlike humanity.”88 The Cappadocians do not simply
baptize the virtues of a pre-Christian era. They add something genuinely new to the discussion,
elevating compassion and mercy from virtues that we ought to possess to ways of life that we
must possess, so long as we desire to take our baptismal calling seriously.
Basil himself does not explicitly use the language of theosis or deification, but in Homily
8 he concludes with an exhortation that sees a cause-and-effect relationship between
compassion and our readiness to be received by Christ as Bridegroom on the last day.

Consider yourself to have two daughters: the enjoyment of this life, and the life to come in
the heavens. ... Do not enrich the present life while leaving the other naked and clothed in
rags. Rather, when the time comes for you to stand before Christ and appear in the presence
of the Judge, let the life of virtue have her bridal raiment and invitation ready. Do not
present the bride unkempt and shabbily attired, lest when he beholds her the Bridegroom
should turn his face away with loathing at the sight and cancel the engagement. Rather,
preserve the splendor of the appointed day by sending her dressed in appropriate
adornment, so that she may light her lamp with the prudent virgins, having the
inexhaustible light of knowledge, and not lacking the oil of righteous deeds. Then the Godinspired prophecy will be confirmed through actions, and the word that was spoken will
aptly befit your own soul: “The queen stood at your right hand clothed in a garment woven
of gold and beautifully arrayed. Hear, O daughter, consider and incline your ear: forget your
people and your father’s house, and the King will desire your beauty.”89

Ministry to the poor and suffering is not for the already-holy. It is the activity through which
our holiness grows. Compassion makes us desirable to the Bridegroom. Obeying the mother
commandment of love makes us ready for union, for all eternity, with the one who desires to
share with us all that he has and all that he is.
Gregory of Nyssa is less poetic and more direct: “Mercy and good deeds are works God
loves; they divinize those who practice them and impress them into the likeness of goodness,
that they may become the image of the Primordial Being, pure, who surpasses all intelligence.”90
Nazianzus also links compassion and theosis.
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Recognize the source of your being, your breath, your power of thought, and (greatest of all),
your power to know God and to hope for the Kingdom of Heaven, for equality with the
angels, for the vision of glory ... for the chance to become a child of God, a fellow-heir with
Christ, even (I make bold to say) to become yourself divine.91

God is the source of all good things, and the proper response on our part is to love as God loves.
Nazianzus urges his hearers to “become a god to the unfortunate, by imitating the mercy of
God. ... For a human being has no more godlike ability than that of doing good.”92
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Chapter 4
The Missionary Character of the Servant Parish

1. Overview of the chapter
In chapter 2, we explored the subject of ministry to the poor and suffering from the
perspective of Scripture. In chapter 3, we did so using patristic sources. It is time, in this
chapter, to review the relevant contemporary literature associated with Orthodox approaches to
the command from God to “seek justice” for those in need.
One candidate for such a body of contemporary literature would be the Orthodox
version of what is sometimes called the “social justice tradition” within Roman Catholicism.
The fact of the matter, however, is that there is no such well-developed social justice tradition
within Eastern Orthodox Christianity. Unlike our siblings in the Roman Catholic Church, we
cannot point to a body of systematic approaches, on biblical and theological grounds, to
questions related to the relationship between the individual and society. The Orthodox cannot
promote anything remotely equivalent to the well-defined defined corpus of “Catholic social
teaching,” based on the firm footing of conciliar statements, papal encyclicals, and curial
research. Here and there Orthodox writers have asked the question “Well, what would an
Orthodox social justice tradition look like?” For now, the question remains hypothetical. 1
A literature is beginning to take shape, however. Orthodox writers have of course been
concerned with correcting human injustice since the birth of the Church. The third-century patristic
text Apostolic Tradition, for example, sets forth the requirement that those who are chosen for
baptism “should be examined ... whether they honored the widows, whether they visited the sick,
whether they were thorough in performing good works,” and whether they did so over the threeyear duration of the catechumenate (Hippolytus of Rome, On the Apostolic Tradition (Crestwood, NY:
St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 105–106). As Thomas Talley notes, “This suggests that an
important dimension of catechetical formation was the development of patterns of responsibility
within the Church” (The Origins of the Liturgical Year, (New York: Pueblo, 1986), 164.) And of course
the patristic period as a whole provides many such examples. In the bibliography below, see for
example William Walsh and John Langan, “Patristic Social Consciousness—The Church and the
Poor”; the historical survey by Fr Demetrios Constantelos, Byzantine Philanthropy and Social Welfare;
and the many essays in Susan Holman, ed. Wealth and Poverty in Early Church and Society, some of
which were cited above in chapter 3.
But in recent decades there has been a more concentrated effort by Orthodox writers to reflect
on both the Western social justice tradition and on the question of how social action is connected to
living an Orthodox life. One catalyst for this new attention by Orthodox to questions of justice is no
doubt the legacy left behind by saints such as Maria Skobtsova and Elizabeth the New Martyr. (See
especially St Maria’s Essential Writings; Fr Sergei Hackel’s biography Pearl of Great Price: The Life of
1
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This chapter will focus, not on literature related to the question of justice, but on
literature related to missions. To be sure, like justice, “missiology” is also a topic that needs
greater systematic attention from Orthodox theologians. But the literature that does exist forges
an important connection to the subject of ministry to the poor and suffering. In particular, how
the Orthodox Church understands its mission in the world is inseparable from the
commandment to “seek justice.” Reflecting on what “missions” means from an Orthodox point
of view will provide important insights for parishes that seek to strengthen their commitment to
compassionate ministries.
Chapter 4 will unfold as follows. In section 2, we will explore the question “What is the
mission of the Church?” by contrasting two models: the traditional model adopted within most
Protestant traditions, and the model which is more consistent with the actual movement of
Orthodox Christianity through time and space. An important goal in the Orthodox approach to
missions is the involvement of new individuals, not just into the life of worship, but into the
active life of the Church and its new assemblies.2 This “active life” is more expansive than mere
Mother Maria Skobtsova, 1891–1945; and St Elizabeth’s letters in the biography Grand Duchess Elizabeth
of Russia: New Martyr of the Communist Yoke.) According to Michael Plekon (“Towards a Theology of
Social Ministry,” Handmaiden 13 (2009). Retrieved from: <http://store.ancientfaith.com/towards-atheology-of-social-ministry/>, August 1, 2019) the theologian Paul Evdokimov was one such writer,
moved by the witness of St Maria, his fellow emigre. Evdokimov himself was deeply committed to
ministry to the poor, and his writings are also part of the spark that has led to greater recent interest
in Orthodox social action:
But eschatology is a two-edged sword. It is never enough to speak of the end of the
world if this means a kind of passivity or a theological obscurantism and indifference to our
world. The eschatology of the Bible and the Fathers is explosive, demanding solutions in this
earthly life in connection with the Apocalypse, and the deepest meaning of our present crisis
is that the visible judgment of God is upon the world and the Church (“The Church and
Society,” In Michael Plekon and Alexis Vinogradov, eds. & trans. In the World, Of the Church:
A Paul Evdokimov Reader, (Crestwood NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 73–74).
A growing number of writers have since followed in the footsteps of St Maria, St Elizabeth, and
Evdokimov. See, for example, Fr Stanley Harakas, Let Mercy Abound: Social Concern in the Greek
Orthodox Church; Olivier Clément, “Orthodox Reflections on ‘Liberation Theology’”; Michael
Oleksa, “The Holy Spirit’s Action in Society: An Orthodox Perspective”; John Couretas, “Conflicted
Hearts: Orthodox Christians and Social Justice in an Age of Globalization”; Stephen Hayes,
“Orthodoxy and Liberation Theology”; as well as the many excellent essays in MJ Pereira, ed.,
Philanthropy and Social Compassion in Eastern Orthodox Tradition. The earlier 1970 review “Social
Justice in Russian Orthodox Thought” by Hélène Iswolsky is also helpful. It is especially
encouraging to see that concern for justice and compassionate action are even addressed in a recent
general survey such as Fr John McGuckin’s The Orthodox Church: An Introduction to its History,
Doctrine, and Spiritual Culture (see chapter 7, “Orthodoxy and the Contemporary World”).
James Stamoolis, Eastern Orthodox Mission Theology Today, (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock
Publishers, 1986), 52–56.
2
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church membership and cultic participation. Orthodoxy does not seek new “servants of the
parish.” Rather, the Church desires to establish “servant parishes” wherever it spreads. The
active life of the Church also includes pursuing concrete responses to needs in the surrounding
community. In sections 3 and 4, we will further describe this approach to missions by reflecting
on the interplay between the “two Liturgies” of the Orthodox Church—the eucharistic Liturgy
celebrated inside the assembly, and the “liturgy after the Liturgy” celebrated outside the
assembly through sacrificial and compassionate service to those in need. Finally, in section 5,
we will explore an interesting convergence between Orthodox missiology and recent missiology
endorsed by a growing number of evangelical Protestant pastors and theologians within the
“missional church movement.” This is an approach to missions that shares much in common
with the Orthodox vision, and important insights for Orthodox parishes can be gathered by
reflecting on the experiences of our Evangelical brothers and sisters.

2. The Orthodox approach to missions: incorporation vs. incarnation
Missiology is a research field with a large literature. The Church’s “theology of
missions” is a shifting assortment of perspectives and imperatives that is influenced by the
theologian’s own time, place, and Christian tradition. There is no single answer to the question
“What is the mission of the Church?” There is instead a complex collection of assumptions and
emphases in conversation with one another. Sometimes these competing missiologies align
nicely, essentially using different language to describe the same kind of ecclesial activity. And
sometimes the competitors are truly orthogonal, approaching basic issues in rather
incompatible ways.
For certain, most thinking about missions begins with the Lord’s words at the end of
Matthew:
And Jesus came and said to them, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to
me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded
you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age."3

The Great Commission makes it clear that the general movement of the Church is a movement
outward. There is a message to be preached to those who do not yet know the apostolic
tradition, and the Church is enjoined to get busy and “go therefore” to the nations. But the
Great Commission is powerful precisely because it is short. And being short, it contains little
detail to guide implementation. Christ does not append a manual or a blueprint with which we
might carry out the program he commends. And as one might expect in the absence of

3

Matthew 28:18–20.
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completely clear marching orders, “what missionaries do” has varied over the history of the
Church. Consequently, theological reflection on what missionaries do—the discipline of
missiology—has inherited this same variety.
At the risk of painting the landscape with overbroad strokes, it is useful for our
purposes to distinguish two general approaches to the question of the Church’s missionary
activity in the world. One approach is the approach of incorporation. On the “incorporation
approach” to missions, the goal of the Church’s missionary activity is to enlarge the Church by
adding new members. The non-Christian is made into a Christian, or initiated somehow into
ecclesial life. The number that counts, to be more concrete, is the number of individuals who
move from, say, the category “unbeliever” to the category “believer.” The incorporation
approach is strongly represented by those traditions which assume that evangelization is an
activity that emphasizes personal conversion and discipleship, often through preaching
designed to proselytize. The goal of “mission-as-proselytism” is to unite individuals to a
church body that already exists, so that they might have a saving and sanctifying encounter
with Jesus Christ. On this approach the Church moves outward to reach people.4
The mission-as-incorporation approach has not been the dominant framework for organizing
missionary activity over the whole history of the Church, but for certain it has been the dominant
framework over the last several centuries. I am following here the analysis of David Bosch in his
Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991). There,
Bosch divides the history of the Church into six epochs and describes how the Church’s
understanding of its own missionary activity leaps from “old paradigm” to “new paradigm” over
time. The epoch that covers the 16th to the 20th centuries is shaped by the emergence of Protestant
Christianity and, more broadly, by the rise of the Enlightenment and its entangled values of
individual autonomy, rational inquiry, faith in progress, and colonial expansion. In this period, the
Church moves outward alongside emerging empires, and so the missionary imperative in this epoch
is largely to transplant what works “here” (in the Protestant West) to those places “there” that lack
the favored forms of sanctification, affluence and influence. Because of the emphasis on personal
conversion, rational inquiry and colonial expansion, missionary activity in this period is not
concerned with “incarnating” the Church organically in new contexts with special respect for local
language, culture, and custom. Rather, the Church is convinced moreso by the goodness of directly
transplanting “what is here” to “what needs to be there,” according to paternalistic and colonial
assumptions that often favor assimilation over incarnation. Pragmatically, the result is missionary
activity that seeks to duplicate an existing culture for installation in a new context, displacing the
native culture already present: non-Christians “over there” are convinced to become just like
Christians “over here” through strategies and programs aimed at personal conversion and,
subsequently, personal allegiance to the mother Church (or fatherland) that underwrites the
missionary.
The above is a broad but fair description of historical trends. But it is worth exploring Bosch’s
methodology as well, for clarity’s sake. Bosch uses the terms “paradigm” and “paradigm shift”
because he sees value in adopting a framework devised by the philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn
for explaining theory change in the physical sciences. In his Structure of Scientific Revolutions
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962), Kuhn argues that theory change (for example,
discarding Aristotelian physics and adopting Newtonian physics) is not a gradual process governed
by rational rules of falsification or confirmation. Rather, it is a “gappy” movement in which it is
4
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A second approach emphasizes, not incorporation, but incarnation. On the “incarnation
approach” it is the local assembly that has value in the first place. And where local assemblies
do not exist, they should be established and nurtured. It is good if non-Christians become
Christians and join the local assembly, but this sort of conversion is hoped for as a blessed
consequence of the primary goal of extending Church life to those places where messianic
communities do not yet exist. The number that counts most on this approach is the number of
new communities that are planted—or incarnated, or birthed in a new place—and which then
offer Church life to all and any who might so desire it, at some level or other. On this approach
the Church moves outward to reach un-Churched communities, inviting others to join and
participate in response to their encounter with Christ inside a worshipping community. The
Church is not a launching pad for evangelistic preaching designed to convert the unbeliever.
The Church is the locus, the holy location, in which the individual may be confronted by the
saving presence of Jesus Christ—sometimes through preaching and teaching, but also through
worship, sacramental encounter, and direct experience.
The basic difference between mission-as-incorporation and mission-as-incarnation
emerges sharply when one asks the question “What is the value of planting new churches?”
On the incorporation approach, new church plants are valuable for instrumental reasons: new
assemblies are means to an end—they help to facilitate the sort of personal conversions that are
the true goal of missionary activity. In fact, new church plants are not strictly speaking a
necessity since, after all, it is possible on this approach for conversion and discipleship to take
place through one-on-one encounters in the mission field apart from community and
fellowship. The driver of conversion is often the charism of the individual evangelist and the
strength of his or her message, not the charism of the local assembly.
On the incarnational approach, new church plants are valuable, not instrumentally, but
intrinsically. A new assembly is the goal, because without the assembly, it is impossible for
others to meet and to be met by Christ. The goal is for a “new people of God” to incarnate
Christ appropriately given the local circumstances of time and place. What drives conversion
necessary here and there to speak of leaps of faith, radical conversion, and value change. Old
theories in the physical sciences are replaced by new ones according to a process that is at times
unavoidably non-rational, requiring on occasion a revolutionary break from looking at things one
way to looking at things in a new way that is “incommensurate” with established norms, meaning
that there is no middle ground on which partisans (or even a third party) might compare the
competing theories in a fully meaningful and objective way. The movement from a physical theory
to its successor is closer in form to a political movement that discards one regime in favor of another
based on radically different assumptions and values.
Does it make sense to describe change in missiology using Kuhn’s framework, a framework
developed specifically for explaining theory change in the physical sciences? I am agnostic. As
Bosch convincingly describes, mission theology does change. But whether, say, missiology in the
patristic period is “incommensurate” in Kuhn’s sense from missiology in the Enlightenment period
does not take away from the accuracy of Bosch’s historical descriptions, that the dominant
perspective since the Enlightenment views missionary activity as activity whose main goal is to
incorporate new members through preferred methods of personal proselytizing and assimilation.
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and discipleship are the charisms of the life which is offered by the Church as the Body of
Christ through the local assembly. On this approach, new church plants are a necessity.
Although Orthodox Christianity lacks a well-defined tradition of reflecting on
missiology in a systematic way, it falls quite squarely into the second camp, mission-asincarnation. To be more clear: the Orthodox Church grants priority to “incarnating new
assemblies” over “incorporating new members.” Orthodox Christianity, as it has moved
outward from Jerusalem into the unchurched world, has no identifiable tradition of embracing
those strategies of proselytism that aim rather narrowly at conversion for conversion’s sake.
Instead, Orthodoxy has placed priority on the eucharistic community, emphasizing its primacy
in mission work. Through the Church, life is offered, and unbelievers are invited.
Petros Vassiliadis offers a useful contrast between the Orthodox approach (incarnation
of assemblies) and the approach based on prosyletizing the unchurched (incorporation of
individuals), one based on how the two approaches understand the Great Commission in
different ways.5 He writes that contemporary Protestant support for proselytism is often based
on a reading of Matthew 28:16–20 that is sharply individualistic. The emphasis is placed by
many Western Christians on “making disciples” while removing it from the command to
baptize the nations in the name of the Holy Trinity. Vassiliadis writes that on this more
selective reading the Great Commission envisions not the continuation of Christ’s divine work,
but the transition from a passing era to a new one—from the age of Christ’s mission to the age
of human mission. But this is not the vision of the Great Commission, at least not when
understood alongside the entirety of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The Gospel books speak
of God’s ongoing activity, through Christ, by the power of the Holy Spirit. Disciples are made,
yes, but this disciple-making is part of ceaseless Trinitarian life, experienced in and through the
pentecostal body.
Vassiliadis links this human-centered reading of the Great Commission, and the
emphasis on proselytism that comes from it, to some serious social and historical ills:

As a result, our Christian mission adopted an expansionist attitude in the past, and in some
places, imperialistic tendencies also found their way in, thus eroding the spiritual character
of the churches’ mission. In addition, our scandalous divisions have resulted in a
denominational antagonism, which in turn has led to proselytizing attitudes transplanting
the old-fashioned theological debates and practices from Europe to non-European
missionary areas.6

Petros Vassiliadis, “Mission and Proselytism: An Orthodox Understanding” in his Eucharist and
Witness: Orthodox Perspectives on the Unity and Mission of the Church (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross
Orthodox Press, 1998), 29–48.
5

6

Vassiliadis, Ibid., 34.
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Isolating the Great Commission from the rest of Scripture and then emphasizing the activity of
“making disciples” has, too often and too easily, been mixed up with secular forms of
expansion. Expanding the church has become a powerful strategy for expanding the regime,
and for exporting the regime’s supporting culture. Missionaries, on this approach, become a
new kind of foot soldier for the nation-state with imperial ambitions. Worse than this—worse
than wedding mission to imperialism—proselytism has been used by Christian brothers against
other Christian brothers. To diminish the influence of a competing Christian denomination, for
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example, it becomes necessary to send out “our missionaries” so that we might make disciples
“like us.”7,8
A brief word about the problem of defective inculturation. Writers on mission often note the
historical association between proselytism and imperialism, as Vassiliadis himself has done in the
article just cited. When a state aspires to become an imperial or colonial power, it places a priority
on exporting and imposing its own culture on the target colonies. Among the forms of life imposed
on the colonized are the religious vision and practices of the imperial regime. The missionary sent
abroad to convert the unchurched does not necessarily seek to adapt the Gospel to the culture
already present and lived among them. In fact, adaptation runs in the other direction. The proselyte
adapts to what the missionary offers. The important issue of sound inculturation—how the
missionary will strive to express the Christian faith in a new context—is largely ignored except for
whatever changes may be expedient to incorporate native populations into this new outpost of an
expansionist church now on native soil. Such expedient missionary activity might include basic and
uncritical translation of Scripture or catechesis material. And of course the missionaries give their
clientele other, more material reasons for embracing membership: perhaps food, infrastructure, or
other “civilizing” advances. But these are bribes, not genuine attempts to inculturate the Gospel
appropriately in a new context among new hearers.
It is important to note that the Orthodox Church is not immune to this same sort of deafness
to genuine inculturation—to missionary activity that puts Christ and his Gospel first, and which
hopes to exclude all forms of cultural and political imperialism. Orthodoxy can be guilty of
“spiritual imperialism” if it is not careful. (The term is Metropolitan Georges Khodr’s, cited below.)
For example, as the Orthodox Church continues to move into cultural settings far removed from its
Mediterranean and Slavic strongholds, the question arises: should Orthodox communities be
established in Japan, Kenya, or Guatemala by exporting to them liturgical patterns and styles that
are very much conditioned still by medieval Byzantine or Slavic cultures?
This chapter on missiology is not concerned with the important question of inculturation, but
the issue is important to acknowledge and to revisit. Metropolitan Georges Khodr, for example,
writes that “true mission laughs at missionary activity” as it is often envisioned, seeking instead to
avoid “spiritual imperialism” by working hard to embrace Paul’s logos spermatikos Christology at
Mars Hill and to ensure that we honor the presence of Christ already present and at work in
especially non-Christian cultures. (“Christianity in a Pluralist World: The Economy of the Holy
Spirit” in Vassiliadis, Orthodox Perspectives on Mission, 118, 122.) Similarly Metropolitan Emilianos
Timiadis urges “There is no place in the church of God for liturgical uniformity, cultural
domination, colonialism, brutal conformism or a uniformity forcibly imposing worship and
theological expressions upon others” (“Unity of Faith and Pluralism in Culture. A Lesson from the
Byzantine Missionaries,” IRM 74 (1985), 243.)
Indeed, Orthodox missiology should always hear the eucharistic celebration in concrete terms,
as Kosmas Ngige Njoroge writes (“Incarnation as a Mode of Orthodox Mission: Intercultural
Orthodox Mission—Imposing Culture and Inculturation” in Vassiliadis, Orthodox Perspectives on
Mission, 242):
7

The inculturation process starts when a community starts functioning as an indigenous
or local church. To be local means the Church has taken roots in a given place with all its
cultural, natural, social, and any other characteristic that constitutes the life, values and
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Vassiliadis laments that this pain of imperialism could have been avoided “had the
trinitarian dimension of the church’s mission been emphasized.”9 For instance, John 20:21–22 is
no less important than the Great Commission in Matthew:
Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I send
you." And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and said to them, "Receive the Holy
Spirit.”

The Incarnation is not an event located in the distant past. It is an ongoing reality for the
Church. So also is Pentecost. Christ does not pass on his mission as an inheritance, for the heirs
to do with as they wish. Rather the work of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit continues through the
Church. Luke, no less clearly, describes the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry in explicitly
Trinitarian terms:

thoughts of the people involved. This is practically illustrated in the Eucharist, where people
as the Body of Christ offer to God all that is “his own,” “Your own of your own we offer to you.”
Njoroge’s particular question about the mission to sub-Saharan Africa should be a template for all
efforts to establish eucharistic communities in new mission fields (“Incarnation,” 249):
Every culture in this world is God’s creation. Whenever a new culture and a new people
are transformed, it is a new Pentecost; we have therefore to let these new people of God
express the joy of this Pentecost in their own ways, in their own worship. For us Orthodox,
so we believe, the Church is first of all a worshiping community; worship coming first,
doctrine and discipline second. How then do we expect the Africans to get into the depths of
Orthodox worship if all its structures and textures have been brought from the cult of
Byzantine culture? In other words, how do we expect Africans to express their joy at Christ’s
resurrection without dancing and clapping? Would they ever get this joy nourished through
chanting the eight tones of Byzantine hymnology? All the church arts and iconography,
music and liturgical vestments are foreign. Liturgical services and prayers, symbols, gestures
and movements are not yet imbued with what is African. How then can we Africans speak
of the inculturation of Orthodoxy today?
The issue of inculturation from the Orthodox point of view is explored in a masterly way by Fr
Michael Oleksa in Orthodox Alaska: A Theology of Mission, (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 1992).
8

9

Vassiliadis, “Mission and Proselytism,” 34, emphasis in original.
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The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the
poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind,
to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.10

Yes, the Church has a mission to make disciples, but this disciple-making must always take
place where Trinitarian life abounds. Where the ongoing communion of Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit cannot be experienced, there can be no new disciples, at least not ones made by human
hands.
And so proselytism—the goal of growing the Church by incorporating new members
into established communities—is a thin vision of something quite fuller. According to the New
Testament witness as a whole, the goal of mission, in the first place at least, is not to add
members. The goal is to work alongside Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, making an experience of
Trinitarian life a possibility for all who desire. “In fact, Christian mission can be justified only if
we conceive our missionary task as the projection in human terms of the life of communion that
exists within the Holy Trinity.”11 In a striking summary of the Orthodox view, Vassiliadis
writes that “the subject of mission is not the individual believer, the missionary or even the
church as an impersonal corporate entity—rather, it is the triune God.”12 He quotes Bria to
underscore this important difference between the Christian east and west:

Trinitarian theology points to the fact that God is in God’s own self a life of communion and
that God’s involvement in history aims at drawing humanity and creation in general into
this communion with God’s very life. The implications of this assertion for understanding
mission are very important: mission does not aim primarily at the propagation or
transmission of intellectual convictions, doctrines, moral commands, etc., but at the
transmission of the life of communion that exists in God.13

And since this life of communion is experienced most fully within the Church as a eucharistic
community, the Church’s mission is to create new communities where “the life of communion
that exists in God” is proclaimed so that others might say ‘yes’ to the kingdom in their midst.
For the Orthodox, the priceless goal is not the addition and incorporation of new
members into a body that already exists. The goal rather is to allow that body to spread and
establish itself concretely in places where it does not yet have a local presence. Such a goal is
10

Luke 4:18–19.

11

Vassiliadis, “Mission and Proselytism,” 34.

12

Vassiliadis, “Mission and Proselytism,” 34.

13

Bria, Go Forth in Peace, 3.
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not based on a misplaced glorification of the local parish. This would be idolatry. Rather, the
multiplication of parishes through space and time is the battle plan by which the Church acts on
its wider vision of allowing the glory of God to fill the whole universe.14 Because the
“redeeming work of God does not end in the redemption of humankind, but extends to the
redemption of the cosmos” a special emphasis is placed by Orthodox Christianity on the
missionary force of worship itself, centered as that worship is on the liturgical life, and
especially the eucharistic life, of the local assembly.15 To be sure, the conversion of unbelievers
is central to this wider vision of cosmic redemption through Jesus Christ, but the conversion of
unbelievers is only a part of this vision. It is “for the life of the world” that Christ gives himself
up to death.16 His eucharistic sacrifice on the cross, through which “joy has come into all the
world,”17 is not just the message which the Church works to proclaim, it is also the medium of the
message. The good news of salvation through the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ
is not just preached, it is experienced continuously by the power and presence of the Holy Spirit
within the worshipping community, to the glory of God the Father.
For this reason, “the immediate aims of mission” for the Orthodox Church include “the
establishment of a local church in which the people can worship God in the light of their own
natural gifts and characteristics, giving to the Church universal their distinctive contribution to
the praise of God.”18 The goal is not “spiritual colonies” that impose a mother and often alien
culture on people and places that already have cultures of their own.19 In fact, “the repeated
emphasis [by Orthodox missionaries] on the use of the vernacular and the establishment of an
indigenous clergy bears witness to the desire, if not the outcome, to have the church become
incarnate in the life of the people.”20 Establishing new assemblies, adapted to the forms of life

14

Stamoolis, Eastern Orthodox Mission Theology Today, 52.

Stamoolis, Ibid., 51. In his characterization of Orthodox missiology in 1984, Stamoolis relies
heavily here on the work of Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos. See especially “The Purpose and
Motive of Missions” in Mission in Christ’s Way, (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Seminary Press, 2010),
41–64.
15

From the Anaphora of John Chrysostom at the Eucharistic consecration of the bread and wine
in the Divine Liturgy of the Eastern Orthodox Church.
16
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Divine Liturgy, Hymns of Thanksgiving after Holy Communion.
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Stamoolis, Eastern Orthodox Mission Theology Today, 53.
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Stamoolis, Ibid., 53.

20

Stamoolis, Ibid., 53-4.
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already present among the unchurched, becomes the launching pad for reaching the larger goal
of filling all creation with the glory of God.21
Jesus is the Son of God and savior of the world (cosmos). Ultimately, an encounter with
the risen Lord is what confers grace and eternal joy. Protestant Christians, especially those in
Evangelical traditions, typically maintain that such an experience of Christ is mediated by
information—by the testimony of a believer, by the preaching of an evangelist, by the
explanation of an apologist, or by the tailored presentation of a Christian witness seeking
proselytes. To put it somewhat overbriefly: on the approach adopted by many evangelical
Protestants, first the mind is converted, and then conversion visits the entire person. On this
view, the Church is the result of evangelization. Mission is the work of incorporating new
members, of adding additional believers to the one body of already-established believers. As
the number of converts grows, the Church grows. As new individuals are convinced of the
truth of the information proclaimed by the Church, the Church expands.

In recent paragraphs we have been quoting from Stamoolis’s summary of Orthodox
missiology. Stamoolis himself has largely been presenting the views of Archbishop Anastasios
Yannoulatos, as mentioned in a previous footnote. But it is important to point out something
possibly misleading in Stamoolis’s work. Following Yannoulatos, he correctly identifies establishing
new local churches as the immediate goal of missions, but Stamoolis then switches sources (he
begins quoting from N.A. Nissiotis, as does Yannoulatos in his original paper) but in doing so
Stamoolis reaches the conclusion that “service” is not really an essential part of missions (Ibid., 54).
After endorsing Yannoulatos and agreeing that the glory of God is the ultimate goal of missions,
Stamoolis seems to reduce “the glory of God” to the inner transformation of the unbeliever, leaving
one with the impression that proselytizing has everything to do with the true aim of missions, but
that compassion in the name of Christ has no essential role.
It is worth pointing out that this conclusion cannot be supported by Yannoulatos’s original
paper. To take an example, Yannoulatos says there: “Incorporation into Christ must not, of course,
be understood as an inner, mystical flight from the world, which finds its expressions in the setting
up of closed congregations, but as the starting-point for an active participation in the work of God,
which is directed towards the recapitulation of all things in Christ, to the glory of the Father. The
doxology of the redeemed must also echo beyond the limits of their own community and fill the
universe” (Mission in Christ’s Way, 54).
Enlarging on this theme of expanding the “doxology of the redeemed,” Yannoulatos says that
“mission is to cooperate ‘in the Holy Spirit’ for the sanctification of all things ... We become ‘God’s
co-workers’ in a broader sense, participating in the development of the unity, peace and love
towards which God’s plan is directed ... Christians study and share in the works of their Father and
their first-born brother, ‘in the Holy Spirit.’ These are not only works of salvation, but also of
creation ... In this perspective, we can include as an indirect goal of the Christian mission, everything
that may help a people (and man in general) to develop all the possibilities received from God and
to become truly themselves; including for example: education, works of civilization and social
progress. These aims, of course, are second in importance and urgency to the preceding ones;
nevertheless they have their own value and distinctive tones to add to the doxological symphony
that the universe is called to offer to God” (56).
21
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This vision of mission-as-incorporation, as we are emphasizing, is not the Orthodox
vision. As Fr Edward Rommen points out, the Orthodox Church takes for granted that the
Gospel is a person, and rejects the framework of “Gospel as information.” More specifically, the
Gospel is a person whose presence is directly experienced within the sacramental life of the
worshipping, apostolic community.22 For this reason, the local eucharistic assembly is not the
passive beneficiary of evangelization—something that grows as conversion takes place outside
the community. The local assembly is not the result of evangelization. It is rather the location
and agent of evangelization. Christ commanded the Apostles to make disciples of the nations
by first baptizing them. This is a liturgical and sacramental experience of union with Christ, and
by definition such an experience takes place within the worshiping community. Moreover, the
Rommen first develops this idea in Get Real: On Evangelism in the Late Modern World,
(Pasadena, CA: William Carey, 2010), especially 180–223. This is a book-long attempt to contrast the
idea of “Gospel as information” with “Gospel as Person.” Rommen identifies the widely-shared
assumption of “Gospel as information” as a defining feature of evangelism in the late modern
world. Most Protestant Christians hold this view in particular as a result of their historical
connection to religious movements inspired by the Enlightenment values of freedom, self-definition,
and personalistic approaches to matters of belief and verification.
Rommen offers a clearer account of the Orthodox view of “Gospel as Person” in Come and See:
An Eastern Orthodox Perspective on Contextualization, (Pasadena, CA: William Carey, 2013). At the
end, Rommen helpfully summarizes the basic principles of Orthodox missiology as follows (194–
196):
22

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The Gospel is a Person.
The evangelistic task is to introduce the person of Christ.
The Church is the focal point of that activity.
The sacraments are the privileged place of Christ’s presence in the world today.
The core invitational context [that is, the life of the Church] needs to be established.
The invitational context has to be projected onto the fields of human presence [for
example, new assemblies have to be established appropriately and where appropriate].
7. The witness needs to be “spiritualized” [that is, the faithful must “develop and maintain
an advanced state of spiritual maturity” (196)].
Recently, Rommen has emphasized the role which theosis plays in Orthodox soteriology. Given
that theosis cannot be separated from participating in the holy mysteries, it follows that the local
eucharistic assembly plays a central role in the missionary activity of the Church. “The church is ...
the core invitational context of mission. Knowing where Christ can be found, the faithful invite,
without hesitation, those who do not yet know him to come and see, to meet him personally. Once
that meeting has taken place the individual can be invited to enter into a saving relationship with
him and become one of the faithful, at which point this evangelistic cycle begins again. So the real
missionary potential of the church lies not in special organizations or programs but in the eucharistic
assembly of the local churches themselves.” See Edward Rommen, “A Sacramental Vision
Approach” in Craig Ott, ed., The Mission of the Church: Five Views in Conversation, (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Academic Press, 2016), 91.

80

Lord promises that he will be with his Apostles “even to the close of the age.” Where there is
baptism, and where this baptism conforms to the preaching and teaching of the Apostles, there
also is the saving presence of Jesus Christ. The local parish on this view is indispensable to the
mission of the Church. Through the local parish, the Church presents Christ. To make disciples
of all the nations, the Church must “go therefore” and establish itself among the unchurched. It
must be birthed into new places in ways that can be celebrated and welcomed by new people
groups. As a result of such an incarnation, baptism becomes possible. It also then becomes
possible to teach the nations to observe all that Christ has commanded.23

3. How to say ‘yes’ to the kingdom, step 1: realize that the Liturgy is not enough
In the previous section we explored the question of what distinguishes the Orthodox
approach to missions from approaches more closely associated with western Christian
traditions. In this section, we move from questions of what to questions of how. Accepting that
Orthodox missiology grants priority to “incarnating assemblies” over “incorporating
members,” how then does Church growth happen? How then does a parish acquire and
nurture the sort of “missionary character” urged by Fr Schmemann as an antidote for the
creeping secularism that threatens to reduce religion to just one more option among the
countless many for constructing a “meaningful life” as defined subjectively by the beholder?
How do we make the modern Orthodox parish an heir of the tradition established by the
pentecostal Church first birthed in Jerusalem?
To answer these how-questions, we begin with a snapshot of the pentecostal Church
depicted in the Acts of the Apostles.
And Peter said to them, "Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus
Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For
the promise is to you and to your children and to all that are far off, every one whom the
Lord our God calls to him." And he testified with many other words and exhorted them,
saying, "Save yourselves from this crooked generation." So those who received his word
were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls. And they

The discussion of missiology in this chapter is a limited one, and later we will explore a
collection of articles by Orthodox theologians that focuses tightly on the specific issue of mission and
its connection to social action. It is important here, however, to acknowledge a real treasure in the
literature, one that should not fly under the radar as a resource for Orthodox Christians interested in
missions. For an excellent review of historical examples and theological trends associated with
Orthodox missionary activity, see Stephen Hayes, “Orthodox Mission Methods: A Comparative
Study,” Th.D. diss., University of South Africa, 1998,
<https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/43176116.pdf>, August 1, 2019.
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devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and
the prayers. 24

There is persuasion, yes, but in the context of a worshiping community in which Trinitarian life
is available to all. The Father already calls, and now offers entrance into divine life. Souls are
added, yes, but they are added by baptism, for the purpose of participating in the Trinitarian
life that is already incarnate there in Jerusalem. All souls, both new and old, devote themselves
to the Apostles’ teaching (didache), fellowship (koinonia, genuine community life, not mere social
fulfilment), the breaking of bread (klasia tou artou, the agape meal and concluding Eucharist),
and “the prayers” (tais prosevchais, or the corporate and liturgical prayers that mark both late
Jewish and early Christian worship). The vision here is not one of imposing salvation—as if the
Gospel is a hammer for the skulls of the hard-headed. The Church in Acts rather nurtures
salvation—a salvation that already germinates because of the Father’s call. Conversion is not
mind control or any sort of mental trick. Conversion is a matter of timely and compelling
invitation. Peter does not hypnotize or bully 3,000 souls into the Church. Rather, Peter speaks a
welcomed word and offers an irresistible form of life, one recognized by his hearers as
something they need, as something that moves them closer to the God that calls them.
Church growth, ideally, follows the pentecostal pattern. Out of an incarnate local
assembly, an abundance of Trinitarian life overflows—a life defined by apostolic faith (didache),
mutual love and support (koinonia), eucharistic celebration (klasia tou artou), and ongoing
worship (tais prosevchais). This life is then offered to all. And as the Orthodox Church sings at
the feast of Pentecost, the Lord can then draw the world into the net of Christ, who enlivens the
apostolic Church by sending down the Holy Spirit who can “reveal the fishermen as most
wise.” There is no pure reliance on persuasion alone as a missionary method, at least not verbal
persuasion based on argument and apology. Instead the Church relies on the power of
invitation, in particular on inviting the baptized to live out a Christian calling in the midst of
others. This is a form of persuasion in a manner of speaking, but only in the sense that one can
allow actions rather than words to do the talking. And of course, it presupposes an established
and healthy local eucharistic assembly.
But back to the pressing questions of ‘how?’ How does the Church incarnate new
assemblies among the unbaptized (or “reincarnate” itself, so to speak, and renew its mission) so
that Trinitarian life is offered to all as a timely and compelling invitation? How do we say ‘yes’
to the kingdom so that we may recover and elevate the missionary character of the local parish?
The Christian calling, in the first place, is a calling to worship—in particular, to worship
within a messianic community of the baptized that reveals the kingdom and weds us to Christ.
In his analysis of Orthodox missions, Bosch points to the importance of “early Eastern theology,
where an ever-stronger accent was put on ecclesiology. The conviction gradually grew that the
church was the kingdom of God on earth and that to be in the church was the same as being in
the kingdom.”25 And so from the earliest centuries, the life of worship itself had a missionary
24
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Acts 2:38–41.
Bosch, Transforming Mission, 212.
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role. Orthodox worship pointed to and revealed Christ, but at the same time Orthodox worship
pointed to itself as the place where Christ and his kingdom are most fully experienced on this
side of the general resurrection. To say ‘yes’ to the kingdom, one must say ‘yes’ to the
Eucharistic liturgy in particular. To “spread the good news” it is necessary, therefore, to spread
the Church.
But worship is not enough. If worship alone sufficed, the Acts of the Apostles would
have emphasized a shorter list of devotions among the first Christians: it would have celebrated
dedication to didache (teaching), klasia tou artou (bread breaking), and tais prosevchais (the
prayers)—to essentially the traditions and celebrations that surround and support eucharistic
worship inside the assembly. But the list mentions four devotions, not three. Also included is
koinonia—fellowship expressed through mutual love, support, and outreach. Koinonia is no less
central to the missionary force of Trinitarian life experienced within the local assembly.
In other words, the Christian calling is not limited to participation in worship. In the
second place, there is an outward movement of Christians into the world so that God’s love
might reconcile all the cosmos to himself through Jesus Christ. The Church invites so that the
Church might send. Jesus calls disciples so that he might send Apostles. “And he appointed
twelve, to be with him, and to be sent out to preach.”26 This dual focus of the Christian calling
is reflected in the eucharistic Liturgy itself, where the faithful are first gathered by Christ and
then commanded by Christ to depart, to be his hands and feet in the wider world. Bosch uses a
quotation from Fr Alexander Schmemann to summarize the paired emphases of Orthodox
worship: “The Eucharist is always the End, the sacrament of the parousia, and yet, it is always
the beginning, the starting point: now the mission begins.”27 To say ‘yes’ to the kingdom, it is
also necessary to say ‘yes’ to life alongside Christ in the world. The eucharistic Liturgy
combines the Lord’s great invitation to “come and see” (John 1:37–39) with his urgent
exhortation to “go and do likewise” (Luke 10:36–37). And in this commandment to “go and do
likewise,” the Liturgy is no less missionary than when it extends the more familiar invitation to
“come and see.”
To spread the good news, one must therefore spread the Church for these two reasons.
First, the Church is the place—complete with a street address and a telephone number—where
the kingdom can be found. And second, the Church is the place from which the kingdom can
be launched into the unchurched world around it.

4. How to say ‘yes’ to the kingdom, step 2: realize that the “liturgy after the Liturgy” is no less crucial
Despite our focus on missions in this chapter, the present project is not a contribution to
the literature of Orthodox mission theology. In fact, in this section, the field of missiology
26

Mark 3:14.

Bosch, Transforming Mission, 215. He quotes from Alexander Schmemann, “The Missionary
Imperative in the Orthodox Tradition,” in G. H. Anderson (ed.), The Theology of the Christian Mission
(London: SCM Press, 1961), 254.
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begins to overlap quite strongly with our main focus in the Servant Parish Project. Our goal in
the project is to help parishes move strongly in the direction of establishing deep commitments
to serving the poor and suffering in their midst. The goal is to restore the ideal of “parish as
servant” by helping parishes recover what Fr Alexander Schmemann called their “missionary
character.” The reader now knows a little bit more about what the missionary character of an
Orthodox parish involves. The mission of Orthodox Christianity is “church-centered” with a
dual focus.28 On the one hand, there is the liturgical life of the parish, with its recurring climax
in the Divine Liturgy, in which the kingdom is revealed to those who gather. On the other
hand, there is the witness of sacrifice, love, and mercy in the world carried on by those
empowered by the Eucharist to love as Christ loves, even to death on a cross,29 and “for the life
of the world.”30
The Church becomes the mystical body of Christ—truly is the Church—when it
worships, and when it serves. For this reason, Orthodox writers on missions in recent decades
have spoken of the interplay between two coequal “liturgies” in the Orthodox Church. There is
on the one hand the eucharistic celebration on Sundays and feast days in the Divine Liturgy of
the Orthodox Church. This is “Liturgy” with a capital-L. There is, on the other, the ongoing
celebration of Christ’s life-giving sacrifice through compassionate ministry to those in need of
mercy and relief. This is the “liturgy after the Liturgy.”31 The eucharistic Liturgy and the
liturgy of compassionate ministry cannot be separated. Each is an essential part of the Church’s
mission, and each is an essential part of the Church’s missionary activity in the world.

The dynamics of the [eucharistic] liturgy go beyond the boundaries of the eucharistic
assembly to serve the community at large. The eucharistic liturgy is not an escape into an
inner realm of prayer, a pious turning away from social realities; rather, it calls and sends the
faithful to celebrate “the sacrament of the brother” outside the temple in the public
marketplace, where the cries of the poor and marginalized are heard.32

“In Orthodox thinking mission is thoroughly church-centered” (italics in the original). Bosch,
Transforming Mission, 212.
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29

Philippians 2:8.
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Divine Liturgy of John Chrysostom, Anaphora.

As mentioned in chapter 1 above, the expression “the liturgy after the Liturgy” was coined in
1975 by Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos. It was popularized especially by Fr Ion Bria.
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The Church breathes us in so that we might encounter Christ in the mysteries of prayer and
worship. But the Church also breathes us out, so that—in the powerful words of Archbishop
Anastasios Yannoulatos—each of the faithful might “continue a personal ‘Liturgy’ on the secret
altar of his own heart, to realize a living proclamation of the good news ‘for the sake of the
whole world’.”33
Yannoulatos himself writes about both the ultimate and immediate purposes of
Christian mission. The ultimate mission is God’s mission, and God’s ultimate purpose “is the
‘recapitulation of all things’ (Eph 1:10) in Christ and our participation in the divine glory, the
eternal, final glory of God.”34 Yannoulatos does not say that human beings are “called simply to
know Christ, to gather around Him, or to submit to His will; they are called to participate in his
glory.”35 And since at Pentecost we are sent by Christ, even as Christ is sent by the Father, it
follows that God’s mission becomes Christ’s mission, and Christ’s mission becomes our
mission. We are called to be glorified with Christ (syndoxasthinai) he writes.36
The immediate purposes of the Church, those that serve the ultimate goal of mission, are
these three concrete steps:37

1. Preach the Gospel, particularly the Gospel of cosmic transfiguration through sharing life
with the glorified Christ, “realized through the sacraments.”
2. Establish the “local Church” which respects the identity of each “particular people of
God” and allows them to glorify God in their own voice
3. Allow the “doxology of the redeemed” to “echo beyond the limits of their own
community and fill the universe.”

With steps 1 and 2, the incarnation of a new eucharistic community is inaugurated. But with
step 3, it is completed. And step 3 is the initiation of service in love for the suffering brother
and sister.
Our inner union with Christ compels us to be actively present in the history and
development of society as our Lord, who is working in history and is also the Lord of
history. We must have a positive attitude, not characterized by a superficial enthusiasm to
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impose the Kingdom of God by social and political means, or by anxiety and pessimism at
the prevalence of sin and faithlessness.38

Instead, we must be at work in the world realizing the kingdom is with us proleptically, as both
“already” and “not yet,” and that the Incarnation of Christ has ignited the evil one to release an
avalanche of destruction as a despairing response to his categorical defeat. “Redemption has
already been achieved ‘in Christ’; the powers of darkness are decisively surrounded and the
enemy, without doubt, has been totally defeated, but in desperation he still casts his last
arrows.”39 And so we have an ongoing, immediate purpose to pursue: “there are still the
wounded, the dead, and the gloom of battle. We are still in the transitional period of ‘not yet’.”40
Thus step 3: our life of worship must spill out into the world as a river of mercy, surging with
the joy of the kingdom, that then washes away even the last stink of misery released by Death,
already in its own death throes, as a final yet futile protest to its conquest by Christ.
Fr Ion Bria further explores and develops the insights of Yannoulatos, popularizing as
we have noted before Yannoulatos’s expression of “the liturgy after the Liturgy.” He offers a
powerful critique of any Orthodox piety that turns inward with a singular focus on individual
holiness.41 In particular he indicts any interpretation of the Liturgy that limits the Liturgy to
serving personal sanctity alone. This approach to the Liturgy is guilty of becoming
“disconnected from authentic Orthodox ecclesiology.”42

It is urgent, therefore, that we rediscover the initial lex orandi of the Church in its cosmic,
redemptive and eschatological dimensions. Behind this static and individualistic
understanding of the liturgy we must recover its dynamic nature and power. It edifies and
fulfils the Church as the sacrament of the Kingdom; it transforms us, the members of the
Church, into the witnesses of Christ and his co-workers.43
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Bria also attacks those who warn incorrectly against “horizontalizing the Christian message”
and against allowing it to become a servant to social and political causes. The focus of his
criticism is the emptiness and impotence of the kind of Christian witness that then results.

The Orthodox have often proposed a way of life that cannot be translated into action in
society. They place the social order and secular issues into the hands of the state and the
political parties.... They have ignored the social and political consequences of theosis
(deification) and disregarded the historical concretization of Eucharistic spirituality. In so
doing, they interrupt the flow of the liturgical act, breaking off diakonia at the end of worship,
at the door of the church.44

But diakonia must extend to the suffering outside the Church, if the Church is to remain truly the
Church. Diakonia is part of the koinonia to which the Church is devoted in Acts 2:42. This
fellowship is not contained by the walls of the church building, but extends to the whole world.

At the koinonia around the holy table in the liturgy, there is a vision of God inviting all
humanity to participate in his precious celestial gifts. Here is another essential connection:
the sharing of one bread and one cup together within the Church must have its counterpart
in the life of the community. As we share the same Eucharistic bread, we must also share
our food and existence with our neighbors. St John Chrysostom spoke about the liturgy that
takes place outside the temple, where the altar raised by the poor people must be reinstated
by the Christians. It is the “sacrament of the brother,” the brothers of Christ, and the poor.45

Koinonia is the “opposite of exclusion,” he writes. It requires “concern about poverty,
marginalization and suffering.”46 And the Eucharist empowers the Christian to be witnesses in
the world this way. “To strengthen the diaconal role of the worshipping community scattered
for daily life ... the Eucharist has to become ‘pilgrim bread,’ food for missionaries, nourishment
for Christians involved in social and moral struggles.”47
Fr Emmanuel Clapsis also emphasizes the holy rhythm which defines the Eucharistic
celebration. Since Pentecost, Christians are breathed in and breathed out by the Church. “The
life of the early Christian community has been shaped by a two-fold orientation: towards the
44
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world in a movement of diastole, and towards God in that of systole.”48 Clapsis urges us to
neither confuse nor separate these two “orientations,” and he laments that too often mission
and liturgy are treated in isolation from one another, breaking their essential connection.
“Disunity between worship and mission is contrary to the experience of the apostolic church,”49
and also contrary to Scripture “which confirms as an indisputable fact that there is an
indissoluble link between worship and service to others, especially to the poor” (Amos 5:15–21;
Isaiah 1:13–14, 16–17; Isaiah 58:3–7; Jeremiah 7:2–12, 21–23; Matthew 9:13; Hosea 6:6).

In the Eucharist, the faithful become the living expression of Jesus Christ and therefore
participate in his saving mission in the world. They are sent out on mission that includes the
liberation of humanity by putting into motion the construction of that new world for which
Christ gave his life in love. This means we can no longer celebrate the Eucharist with eyes
closed to the needs of the poor and downtrodden. Commitment to Christ in the Eucharist
carries with it a commitment through Christ to the poor of this world.50

Eucharist is the fuel of koinonia, and koinonia cannot be separated from diakonia, in love.
“Consequently this implies that action for justice constitutes an integral element of the Church’s
mission in the world.”51 The Eucharist is a revelation of the profound human solidarity that
marks the kingdom of heaven, and so it also reveals all human beings as my brother or my
sister, even “the stranger in need and ... the enemy.” Clapsis describes the eucharistic
celebration as an “unmasking,” but one that far too often fails to impact our “ecclesiastical
consciousness” and Christian vision:

The light of the Eucharistic liturgy projected upon life unmasks as inhuman and false any
life reduced to excessive and egoistic accumulation of material goods, oblivious to the needs
of the neighbor, and any mentality of consumption without the joy of sharing. In the
Eucharistic vision is also a judgment on any oppression of the neighbor, since justice, peace,
love and service to the neighbor are the only basis for true relations among people and
nations.52
Emmanuel Clapsis, “The Eucharist as Missionary Event in a Suffering World,” in Vassiliadis,
Orthodox Perspectives on Mission, 61.
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Clapsis urges the reader to restore what has been lost, and to restore the rhythms of diastole and
systole that define true Church life and which follow from God’s own activity in this world. He
makes a plea for “consciousness raising” to restore the missionary implications of our
eucharistic theology. What the faithful become in the Liturgy, he writes, “is not unrelated to
what they do outside the church building.”53
Petros Vassiliadis deepens the critique of separating mission and liturgy.54 He places the
blame on losing what he calls our “proleptic spirituality” linked to the radical eschatology of
the early Christian communities.55 We no longer see mission and Liturgy as connected because
we have lost the sense of Liturgy as a sign and presence of the kingdom, first inaugurated by
Christ’s passion and anticipated as an eternal reality once Christ returns in glory. Vassiliadis
does not place the blame on changes associated with Constantine’s imperial favor, those which
allow the Church to pass from prey to power broker. Instead he locates the problem in a
gradual shift later in the Byzantine period away from a spirituality focused on the emerging
kingdom and towards a spirituality that focuses on individual sanctification and healing.
Proleptic spirituality, in time, has been replaced by “therapeutic spirituality.” The biblical and
apostolic emphasis on the proleptic spirituality of the Church as the “already and not yet”
eschatological kingdom of God has been lost, and we have slid into a thin, individualistic, and
cathartic understanding of worship and mission. “The Church's spirituality is now directed not
in bringing about synergistically and proleptically the Kingdom of God, but toward the
53
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Russia Facing Evangelicals,”<https://www.academia.edu/1918452/Towards_a_
Eucharistic_Understanding_of_Mission._Russia_Facing_Evangelicals>, August 1, 2019: “It is almost
an assured result of modern theological scholarship (biblical and liturgical) that the Eucharist was
‘lived’ in the early Christian community not as a Mystery cult, but as a foretaste of the coming
Kingdom of God, a proleptic manifestation within the tragic realities of history of an authentic life of
communion, unity, justice and equality, with no practical differentiation (soteriological and beyond)
between Jews and gentiles, slaves and freemen, women and men (cf. Gal 3:28). This was, after all, the
real meaning of the johannine term ‘eternal life,’ and St. Ignatius’ expression ‘medicine of
immortality.’ According to some historians, the Church was able a few generations later, with the
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trinity, and much later to further develop the important distinction between substance and energies,
only because of the eschatological experience of koinonia in the Eucharist (both vertical with its head,
and horizontal among the people of God, and by extension with the entire humanity through the
Church’s mission) of the early Christian community, an experience which ever since continues to
constitute the only expression of the Church’s self-consciousness, its Mystery par excellence.”
55

89

salvation of the souls of each individual Christian.”56 Lost is the vision of our corporate entry in
to the kingdom. Lost is our understanding of the Church as an icon of the eschaton.57 Lost is the
early Church’s “understanding of its mission ... to [be] an authentic expression in a particular
time and place of the eschatological glory of the kingdom of God, with all that this could imply
for social life.58 And unless we can restore the eschatological vision of our eucharistic
celebration, the slide into greater secularism will only accelerate.
Secularism for Vassiliadis is not the denial of faith. Like Schmemann, Vassiliadis
understands that secularism is the movement toward deflating the kingdom as the source of
truth and value. Secularism is the outlook that reduces religion to “mere help” for human
beings who are now instructed to go and make a meaningful life by choosing without guidance
from an infinity of options that, in the right combination, will bring health, wealth, and
happiness. Therapeutic spirituality is a sign of secularism, and it threatens to transform the
Church into an ahistorical and spiritualized version of itself, tricking even faithful Christians
into thinking that faith in Christ is in the first place about personal purification rather than
about participating in the new creation of the eschatological kingdom. Proleptic spirituality
correctly understands that in the Eucharist we experience the future and intended unity of all
human beings, glorified with Christ in his eternal kingdom. And without it, the trend is not just
toward spiritual feebleness, the trend is toward extinction.

The future of humanity without doubt depends on such a perspective of unity and
communion. The survival of the human race for which the Son and Word of God came to
earth ‘that they may have life, and have it more abundantly’ (Jn 10:10) is based on unity: ‘I in
them and Thou in me, that they may be perfectly one’ (Jn 17:23).59

Restoring the missionary force of the Eucharist is critical, and “it is essential to return to forms
of proleptic spirituality…. This is the only way to overcome secularism, because secularism is
not the denial of the world and history, but the denial of their sanctity.”60 By keeping mission
and Liturgy united, the Church consecrates the world and ennobles every human being.
Allowing mission and Liturgy to remain separated, however, makes the Church complicit in the
expanding desecration of God’s good creation by the forces of destruction.
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Orthodox mission theology, as we have seen, is based on a desire to incarnate the local
Church by establishing eucharistic communities that can offer an experience of Trinitarian life.
Part of what makes mission incarnational is that Christian communities become for others what
Christ became for all of us, a total sacrifice in love for the sake of the brother or sister. This
happens liturgically of course—Christ’s sacrifice for us is both singular and eternal, presented
to us continuously in the eucharistic Liturgy. But this also must happen through the “liturgy
after the Liturgy,” since the koinonia of the pentecostal community is expressed through both the
systole of breathing the baptized in for worship and the diastole of breathing them out for
compassionate ministry, or diakonia. Christ’s love for the world must become our love for the
world.
This theme of mission after the manner of Christ is developed by Athanasios
Papathanasiou in Future, The Background of History. There, Papathanasiou argues that for
mission to be incarnational, it must be kenotic. Kenosis is the biblical term that describes the
loving action by which Christ empties himself (eavton ekenosen) for the salvation of the world.61
Papathanasiou writes that this total love for the other, without regard for self, is the only way
for mission to follow in the steps of Christ. The outward movement of Christ’s mystical body
must display the same kenosis that was the hallmark of his own life and ministry. Otherwise,
mission is doomed. “Every attempt at an incarnation without kenosis results in new forms of
colonialism.”62 Papathanasiou points out that kenosis in particular is expressed in terms of
being a stranger, and of mission therefore being an experience of expatriation. “The
ecclesiastical person becomes a stranger and, at the same time, a friend of strangers. That is, he
becomes a friend of the different, the alien, the homeless, the marginalized.”63 He notes that
kenosis and expatriation form the great theme of the request by Joseph of Arimathea on Holy
Friday to Pilate for the body of Christ:

Give me this stranger, who has been alienated by the world since he was a baby; give me this
stranger, who is hated by his fellow countrymen and put to death by them like a stranger;
give me this stranger, whose death is so strange to me; give me this stranger, who knows
how to welcome the strangers and the poor.64
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Philippians 2:7.

Athanasios Papathanasiou, Future, The Background of History (Montreal: Alexander Press,
2005), 112.
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Ibid., 114.
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Ibid., 114.

91

Papathansiou then states boldly, “mission is an opening-up to strangers and the rejected.”65
And this turn toward the stranger and the rejected is not, ironically, so that we might give, but
so that we might receive. When our love touches the stranger and the rejected, deliverance does
not move in one direction only. Through love, we do not give Christ to the poor and suffering
so much as we receive Christ in the poor and suffering.

Mission is an opening-up to strangers and the rejected. Why? A properly expected answer
would be: “In order to invite them to Christ.” However, the answer should proceed further.
When we meet these people, we find Christ, since he explicitly identified himself with them
(Matt 25:35–40). The missionary is wrong if he deludes himself that he “occupies” Christ and
so can use him as an export product. More than that, he misses Christ altogether, insofar as
he (the missionary) does not serve the strangers and does not stand in solidarity with the
broken.... However strange it may sound, when the missionary addresses himself to others
in order to preach Christ to them, at the very same moment he meets, in the faces of those
others, the one whom he preaches. 66

Mission that embraces Christ’s same kenotic love, especially for “the least of these my
brethren,” experiences the truth of the blessed paradox that “whoever loses his life for my sake
will find it.”67 As Papathanasiou explains, “expatriation, is at the same time, repatriation.”68

5. Echoes of ‘yes’ to the kingdom in a faraway place: the missional church movement
As Orthodox Christians we benefit from the life and work of those like Fr Alexander
Schmemann who consistently call the Church to recover its hunger and thirst for the kingdom
of Christ. To the extent that we hear the warnings about secularism, and to the extent that we
recover the experience of God in our life of worship and service, Orthodox Christianity will not
be an impossibility in America. Orthodoxy will instead become the cradle of holiness in which
all are nurtured by the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit. But it is worth noting that other
Christian traditions in North America later raised concerns similar to those expressed by Fr
Schmemann in 1965. In their own ways, these Christian communities have articulated the clear
need to return to something which in recent years, they feel, has been lost—a vision of the
Church’s mission in which the kingdom, both already and not yet, plays the central role.
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Ibid., 115.
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Ibid., 115.
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Matthew 18:5.
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Papathanasiou, 115.
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Orthodox Christians who desire to say ‘yes’ to the kingdom can learn from the work which has
been undertaken in parallel outside the Orthodox Church in recent decades.
Most notably, Evangelical Christianity had its own “Schmemann moment” in the late
1980s and 1990s. By many measures, Evangelical communities were among the healthiest in
the nation. Most every major city in the United States could boast of being home to at least one
megachurch, and most megachurches were growing at impressive rates from year to year.
Typical at such a church was a large physical plant, housing two or more event spaces designed
for a variety of worship services on a sliding scale between traditional and informal. Beyond
worship halls, large congregations might also offer gyms, recreation centers, coffee bars, hotel
accommodations, office and classroom space, and of course an audio-visual infrastructure of
blockbuster proportions used to support the extreme and always growing multi-media needs of
contemporary worship.
The problem to some was that this model of ministry was overtly catering to the
Sunday-only crowd. It has been labeled by some as the “attractional” model of ministry.69
Resources, personnel, and planning aim to bring ever-increasing numbers through the doors,
and of encouraging the sort of stewardship that can sustain the acquisition of whatever is new
and needed according to the changing preferences of the members. To some, this looked good
on the surface, but was this really “Church”? Historically, the Church cannot be viewed as
endorsing an attractional model. Instead, the Church pursued its mission of bringing “kingdom
life” to those not yet in possession of it. In other words, the Church did not favor a model of
ministry that was attractional, but which was “missional.” It did not seek to cater to the
Sunday-only crowd. It sought to expand the opportunities of putting others into contact with
the kingdom of Christ, which could be experienced proleptically (as both already and not yet)
in the Church.
In the 1990s, Evangelical leaders began to articulate an understanding of Church life
which became known as the “missional church” movement. By the 2000s, the missional church
movement was a major player in Evangelical ecclesiology, although the label “missional” never
achieved a single, focused meaning.70 However, a defining feature of the missional model is an
This term is used, for example, by pastor and author Brandon Hatmaker, Barefoot Church:
Serving the Least in a Consumer Culture, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011). See also Ed Stetzer
and Daniel Im, Planting Missional Churches, (Nashville: B&H Books, 2016), chapter 2; Craig van
Gelder and Dwight Zscheile, The Missional Church Perspective, (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic,
2011), 4.
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For a recent, useful, and brief review of the development of missiology from the “missional
church” point of view, see Ed Stetzer, “An Evangelical Kingdom Community Approach,” in Craig
Ott, ed., The Mission of the Church: Five Views in Conversation, (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic,
2016). Stetzer is a central figure in the movement, and his article nicely captures the wide scope of
the term “missional.” The central emphasis in the movement is that mission is a defining feature of
the Church, and the movement “outward” cannot be neglected without endangering the identity of
the Church as Church. As an Evangelical Christian, liturgy does not play a role in his mission
theology or his understanding of “kingdom,” and he places a heavy emphasis on mission as
bringing salvation to others through a knowledge of Christ, but he does acknowledge the growing
70

93

embrace of the call to be sent into the wider community. Not always, but in many cases, a
missional church is one engaged in social action—the active pursuit of righteousness and justice

awareness of Evangelicals that Christ’s own “missional manifesto” (Luke 4:18-19) involves ministry
to “the hurting” (111).
Stetzer writes, “If the church joins God in his kingdom work, then it must also join Jesus on his
mission to serve the hurting. From the text of Isaiah, Christ lists groups of marginalized people: the
poor, the captives, and the blind. Some believers today would use the word justice to talk about this
work; others prefer acts of mercy. Either way, they are joining in Jesus’s mission. Evangelicals are
rediscovering—and rightly so—the need for proclaiming freedom to the captives, recovery of sight
to the blind, and good news to the poor. ... One thing that the church cannot miss is that the
kingdom came into our world and is not just an otherworldly hope for the future” (111).
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in the wider community in support of those whom Christ called “the least of these my
brethren.”71,72
The literature on the missional church movement is extensive, but also consistently frustrating.
A major event in the movement was the publication of Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of
the Church in North America in 1998, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), a collection of essays coauthored as a group by Darrell L. Guder (project coordinator and editor), Lois Barnett, Inagrace T.
Dietterich, George R. Hunsberger, Alan J. Roxburgh, and Craig van Gelder. In it, a vision of the
“missional church” is developed with a great deal of theological and sociological care, but a clear
commitment to ministry to the poor is only endorsed quickly and without any similar thoroughness
in the brief section “Breaking Bread Together: Cultivating Communities of Gratitude and
Generosity” (163–166). Published twelve years later, van Gelder and Zscheile’s The Missional Church
in Perspective attempts to look back on Guder’s Missional Church, to help clarify matters of
terminology, history, and later trends in “missional” missiology. It is, like its predecessor, a rather
academic work (without case studies or strategies), and sadly provides little additional reflection on
ministry to the poor in missional church life. Ironically, the one explicit passage on engaging the
poor—and discovering that “God is there”—begins with an inspirational anecdote about Mother
Teresa (150), who stands far outside the Evangelical tradition.
Craig van Gelder’s The Ministry of the Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007)
follows a similar pattern. A theologically dense (one might say opaque) discussion of “spirit-led”
ministry, discernment, decision making, leadership, organization, growth and development which
also includes the conventional yet quick bow in the direction of social ministry (44–45).
For certain, the leading writers in the Evangelical missional church movement underscore the
important connection between the Church’s basic identity and its call to serve the poor, as the above
titles and authors in fact do. But as we noted, that connection is often briefly stated and rarely
developed.
Shane Claiborne and Tony Campolo are not associated with the academic wing of the
missional church movement, but for certain they have influenced Evangelical pastors who have
rejected the attractional models of ministry for those missional models that seek to achieve what
Stetzer calls the balance between “Gospel proclamation” and “Gospel demonstration.” Their
influential writings include: Claiborne, The Irresistible Revolution: Living as an Ordinary Radical, 10th
Anniversary Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010); Campolo, Red Letter Christians (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2008); Clairborne and Campolo, Red Letter Revolution (Nashville: Thomas
Nelson, 2012).
Progressivism among Evangelical Christians is an overlooked movement, of which Claiborne
and Campolo are arguably part. For an excellent recent study of earlier figures (such as Jim Wallis)
and their legacy, see Brantley Gasaway, Progressive Evangelicals and the Pursuit of Social Justice,
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2014).
In-the-trenches pastors who look to the missional church movement for guidance also find
inspiration in the writings and research of George Barna. See his Revolution (Carol Stream, IL:
Tyndale, 2005) and Churchless: Understanding Today’s Unchurched and How to Connect with Them
(Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2014).
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This is a good place to offer a brief review of a few works by Ed Stetzer, a leader in the
missional church movement, and author of a large number of publications on creating missional
72

95

The stories emerging from missional church Evangelicals are moving. The stories
involve pastors of large and successful churches, earning very secure and attractive salaries, but
who nevertheless grew disillusioned with catering to the Sunday-only crowd for a variety of
reasons. Some dared to start congregations based on radically different principles. For
example, Austin New Church in Austin, TX was founded by members on the commitment to
live on no more than 50% of what the congregation receives in offerings and donations.73 The
parishes. Arguably, Stetzer’s understanding of “missional” is still based on the proselytizing ideal
of communicating a saving knowledge of Christ and planting churches in order to reach the lost.
Stetzer’s approach is one based very much on the incorporation model, even if it does disavow the
strategy of creating “relevant” churches designed to attract new members through novel worship
and fellowship offerings. If you search his works, you will find much talk of love and its demands,
but rarely does Stetzer spotlight compassionate ministry to the suffering (for its own sake) as a mark
of missional church life. In Compelled by Love: The Most Excellent Way to Missional Living, for
example, Stetzer and Nation explore the central role that love plays in churches devoted to moving
outward into the world, but in 220 pages he includes only a single mention of an actual ministry to
the suffering. Ironically, he mentions ministries to unwed mothers and to alcoholics established by
Jerry Falwell (84–85). Surely an evangelical Christian who is committed to serving the poor as
Christ commanded can (a) find more than one brief example of such ministry worthy of including in
a book on being compelled by love, and (b) can find figures other than Jerry Falwell to offer his
readers as an example of “tell-and-show” love in which “church [is] a combination of Billy Graham
and Mother Teresa” (85).
The emphasis on serving the poor is only slightly more emphasized in Stetzer’s major work,
Planting Missional Churches (second edition), coauthored with Daniel Im. This is an admirably
detailed and comprehensive manual on starting new churches in a variety of ministry contexts. And
it does say unambiguously that “throughout Scripture we find that God is constantly calling us to
concern for the widows, the orphaned, the blind, the poor, and others who are on the margins, left
out, or ignored. So I think it’s only appropriate, or better yet essential, that Christians live in the light
of Jesus who came to save the hurting” (248–249). Stetzer also endorses the balance that Jesus
struck: “Jesus went. He preached. He looked. He cared. He ministered. Repeat” (249). And yet it is
discouraging to discover that this is all Stetzer says about ministry to the suffering in a
comprehensive manual—400 pages long—for planting “missional churches.” Missing are the
carefully conceived and field-tested ideas for striking this balance between “Gospel proclamation”
and “Gospel demonstration” which Stetzer painstakingly sets out in connection with just about
every other aspect of birthing new Church communities.
To his credit, Stetzer provides more encouragement to the mercy-minded Evangelical
community in his Subversive: Living Agents of Gospel Transformation. Still, if ‘subversive’ entails
‘seeking justice’ to the reader, then Subversive will be a disappointment. Yes, there are clear
statements endorsing ministry to the suffering (57, 172–173), and yes there are even a few brief
examples of missional churches and organizations that take social action seriously (68, 173–174, 216),
including his own church (182–183), but there is by comparison virtually no extended reflection on
or development of the biblical, theological, or practical supports that might guide a church into
action.
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remainder is given to the poor. And instead of sinking energy and personnel into programs
designed to attract new members, the focus is placed rather on connecting present church
members with the needs of the wider community.
The spirit of the missional church movement very much resembles the spirit which
animates the wider project of Fr Schmemann to say ‘no’ to secularism and religion but ‘yes’ to
the kingdom. The attractional model of ministry acquiesces to secularism—it admits that faith
is but one attractor in the market place of autonomous sources of meaning and value—and it
attempts to make faith choiceworthy by appealing to forms of persuasion designed to tempt the
consumer. With its orientation to pleasing the Sunday-only crowd, traditional megachurches
and those inspired by them are content with playing the role of “helper” for the human being
attempting to cope with life. By contrast, missional churches are committed to uniting worship
and mercy—they are committed to both proclaiming good news to others, and to becoming
good news to them as well. By and large, evangelicals who identify with such a missional
ecclesiology would agree with the two ‘nos’ and one ‘yes’ of Fr Schmemann.
We mentioned in chapter 2 that Orthodox Christians are not so different from our
evangelical brothers and sisters.74 Too often we also rely uncritically on an attractional
approach to mission, placing an emphasis on the “Come and see” strategy while neglecting the
“Go and do likewise” form of evangelism that is also commanded by Christ. A fuller review of
missional church literature by evangelical authors is beyond the scope of this project, but I
would like to include in the record, so to speak, the following modest proposal.
In a gesture of brotherly affection and in a spirit of humility, Orthodox Christian leaders
should reach out to leaders within the Protestant missional church movement, expressing a
desire to hear their stories and to learn what might be useful for a similar Orthodox project of
wedding mission to social action. Ecumenical dialogue can be a fruitful next step in the war
against secularism and its degrading influence on the willingness of Orthodox Christians in
North American to say ‘yes’ to the kingdom. Evangelical communities who have married
ministry and social action have done so in order to make “kingdom life” available those around
them.
And this kind of ecumenical meeting would truly be a dialogue. The Orthodox would
come to the table with gems of their own to offer their Evangelical co-laborers. There is of
course the rich history within the Orthodox Church of examples of men and women who have
answered the radical call to minister to “the least of these my brethren.” Ancient saints such as
Basil the Great and John Chrysostom are obvious candidates for fruitful study together, but so
also is the work of more recent saints such as Maria of Paris and Elizabeth the New Martyr who
very much wedded eucharistic life and ministry to the suffering. But more than the holy men
and women of the Church, Orthodox Christians can also offer the growing literature by
contemporary Orthodox missiologists (such as Yannoulatos, Bria, Vassiliadis, and others,
reviewed above) who maintain that it is impossible to disassociate mission and social action. As
we have labored to show so far, the biblical, patristic, liturgical, and historical records attest
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clearly to the inseparability of mission and mercy in parish life. It would be a joyful and
profitable collaboration to explore this more deeply with our Evangelical allies.
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Chapter 5
Attitudes and Experiences of Orthodox Christians

1. Overview of the chapter
To this point we have surveyed a range of biblical, patristic, and theological sources that
deal directly with providing relief to the poor and suffering. In this chapter we will explore the
outlooks and experiences of contemporary Orthodox Christians in North America concerning
compassionate ministries to those in need. Data describing these outlooks and experiences
were collected using an IRB-approved survey designed to support the aims of the research
project. After describing the purposes and procedures of the survey, we will explore the
responses and draw a few conclusions.

2. Purposes and procedures
A survey for the present Servant Parish Project was designed to explore and quantify the
following among Orthodox Christians:

(1) basic attitudes toward social action,
(2) sources of personal beliefs about social action, and
(3) actual and potential sources of motivation for increasing personal involvement in social
action.

In addition to these three purposes, the survey also provided an opportunity to harvest ministry
ideas and to collect additional local stories of ministry successes and failures. A copy of the
survey questions is included as Appendix 1.
The Servant Parish Project survey was published using the Google Forms platform at a
website dedicated to the research project: www.servantparish.org. Participation in the survey
was advertised by reaching out to a wide variety Orthodox social media sites. On those sites,
the project was described and a direct link to the Google Forms survey was provided. An
attempt was made to advertise the project to a wide range of Orthodox audiences. All
jurisdictions were targeted, as were all political preferences, ranging outward from more
traditional to more progressive.1
The following organizations promoted the Servant Parish Project survey on their associated
websites:
1
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Using this method, it was not possible to produce a random sample of adult Orthodox
Christians in North America, but at this time such a sample is nearly impossible to achieve,
owing to the many practical limitations that would be impossible to avoid. Also, the population
of adult Orthodox Christians in North America is not well-defined, and neither is there
anything like a comprehensive list or database of names from which sampling might be
conducted. The survey, therefore, is best described as a (non-random) sample taken from the
population of English-speaking Orthodox Christians who (1) have access to social media, and
(2) are interested in both learning and sharing their ideas about ministry to the poor and
suffering. The sample is self-selecting, in the sense that each participant chose to be a member
of the group. Consequently, sources of self-selection bias are unavoidable. Using the data to
draw conclusions about the general population described by (1) and (2) above cannot be made
without a great deal of caution. Every attempt will be made to respect these sampling
limitations when exploring the data.

3.

Participant profiles

A total of 145 participants completed the survey, mostly between March and July of
2018. (A small number of responses were collected in later 2018 and early 2019.) Here is a
report of the makeup of the sample.

Orthodox Church in America
St Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary
Orthodox Christian Laity
Orthodox Christian Studies Center (Fordham University)
Orthodoxy in Dialogue
In addition, the following Facebook groups also promoted the survey: Orthodox Hipster Coffee
Hour, Orthodox Clergy Group, Presvyteras Coast to Coast, Progressive Orthodox Christianity,
Traditional Orthodoxy, and Orthodox Christian Studies Group. The survey was also publicized on
the personal Facebook pages of Jim Forest (author and founder of the Orthodox Peace Fellowship)
and George Demacopolous (co-founder of Fordham’s OCSC).
Sister Vassa Larin (host and publisher of Coffee with Sister Vassa) politely declined the request to
promote the survey, as a matter of general social media policy, and the following organizations and
websites either did not respond or were not able to move forward with the request: The Orthodox
Peace Fellowship, the American Orthodox Institute—USA, Eastern Orthodox Christian News
(Facebook), International Orthodox Christian Studies (Cambridge University), the Monomakhos blog
of George Michalopulos.
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GENDER. When asked about gender, participants responded as follows:
Male:
Female:
Non-binary:
Prefer not to say:

72 (49.7%)
70 (48.3%)
2
(1.3%)
1
(0.7%)

AGES. Participants ages were distributed fairly uniformly from 18 to 78 years, with a median
age of 50.

Ages of Participants

CLERGY/LAITY. Church roles were distributed as follows:
Clergy (Bishop, Priest, Deacon): 22 (15.2%)
Lay member (including Subdeacons and Readers): 118 (81.4%)
Catechumens:
5 (3.4%)

CRADLE/CONVERT. Among those who are not catechumens, 44 (30.3%) were born into an
Orthodox family (“cradle Orthodox,” colloquially) and 96 (66.2%) were received into the
Orthodox Church through personal or family conversion apart from any prior affiliation
(“convert Orthodox”).

ATENDANCE. When asked to describe the frequency of one’s attendance at an Orthodox
Church, the large majority of participants responded “mostly weekly:”
Mostly Weekly: 130 (89.7%)
Mostly Monthly: 10 (6.9%)
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Only a few times a year:
Almost never:

4
1

(2.8%)
(0.7%)

JURISDICTION. 126 participants reported their current jurisdiction affiliation. Seventeen did
not report a jurisdiction, and one did not know.
Orthodox Church in America

63

Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America

23

Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of
North America
(No response)

20
17

Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia

6

American Carpatho-Russian Orthodox Diocese

5

Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate)

2

Serbian Orthodox Church

2

Orthodox Church of Ukraine

2

Greek Archdiocese of Canada

1

Orthodox Vicariate of Jamaica

1

Romanian Orthodox Church

1

I don’t know

1

GEOGRAPHY. Respondents were asked to report the location of their home church. The data
is combined into regional categories (US) to obtain the following distribution
Northeast
Midwest
West
Southeast
Southwest
Canada
Jamaica
Romania
No response

42
22
20
16
10
8
1
1
25

(A map which divides the United States into the five regions of Northeast, Midwest, West,
Southeast, and Southwest is given in Appendix 2.) The general distribution of home parishes
represented in the data is largely consistent with the general distribution of Orthodox
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Christians in the United States, where there is a higher concentration in the Northeast and
Midwest, with growing communities in the West, Southwest, and Southeast especially.

GENERAL OBSERVATIONS. As a group, the participants completing the project survey
display the same sort of variation as one finds in the larger Orthodox population of North
America. Three groups are somewhat more strongly represented in the sample than in the
general population (members of the OCA, members of the ordained clergy, and “convert”
Orthodox Christians), and Canadians are probably slightly underrepresented, but these
differences between sample and population are not so great. One category that is probably
disproportionately present in the sample is the group of those who report attending an
Orthodox church “mostly weekly” (87.9%). Although he speaks anecdotally as an Orthodox
priest, the researcher is nevertheless quite sure that the true percentage of Orthodox Christians
who attend services that frequently is considerably lower.

4.

Trends in the data

A. Participants are moderately active in outreach to the poor and suffering, but ministries
that require personal contact with those in need have lower participation rates.

Nearly all participants reported some form of volunteer experience. When asked to
describe participation in ministries to benefit the poor and suffering (both inside and outside
the parish) only five reported engaging in no such ministries in the past twelve months. Given a
selection of 33 different volunteer experiences, 138 participants chose at least one. (The option
to describe other, unlisted activities was also provided.) The full distribution is given below.
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Participants engaged in a median of five activities. The middle 50% of participants reported
between three and seven activities. A few outliers reported a large number of recent ministry
experiences (≥13).
Among the menu of 33 ministry experiences, we can distinguish between those that
require personal contact with those in need (call them “first-personal” ministries) and those that
do not (“third-personal” ministries). An example of a first-personal ministry is volunteering to
serve food at a local homeless shelter. A third-personal ministry would be donating to benefit a
charity or food drive. Here is a table listing the ministries that were selected by at least 20% of
participants.

Volunteer Experiences (last 12
months)

# of
Participants

% Total

First/Third
Personal

Fundraising or donating to benefit a
charity or non-profit

103

71.0%

3

Food drives to support local food
pantries

76

52.4%

3

Soup kitchens or other means of
providing meals to others in need

62

42.8%

1

Clothing drives

56

38.6%

3

Disaster relief (financial support)

49

33.8%

3

Hospital or hospice visitation

48

33.1%

1

Missionary support (for example,
through the OCMC)

43

29.7%

3

Relationship-building in the
community

41

28.3%

1

Nursing home or “homebound”
visitation

41

28.3%

1

Most Frequently-Selected
Forms of Ministry among Participants

By far, the ministries that were selected most frequently were third-personal ministries. One
explanation for the prevalence of third-personal ministries among the highest ranking
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responses is the convenience associated with these forms of help. It is quite simply easier to
make a monetary donation to a homeless shelter than it is to volunteer one’s time onsite.
If we focus on the options that correspond to the actions described by Christ in the
parable of the sheep and the goats, we find that only soup kitchen ministries have a
participation rate larger than one-third (33%).

Volunteer Experiences
(last 12 months)

# of
Participants

%
Total

First/Third
Personal

Rank
(1-33)

Soup kitchens or other means
of providing meals to others in
need

62

42.8%

1

3

Hospital or hospice visitation

48

33.1%

1

6

Nursing home or
“homebound” visitation

41

28.3%

1

9

Immigrant or refugee support

24

16.6%

1

11

Homeless shelters

19

13.1%

1

14

Prison visitation or other
inmate ministry

15

10.3%

1

17

Disaster relief (onsite
assistance, for example as a
first-responder)

3

2.1%

1

30

Ministries Associated with the
Parable of the Sheep and the Goats

Nevertheless, a large majority of participants (122, 84%) reported at least one activity that
required direct personal contact with someone in need, and 110 (76%) reported participating in
at least one of the “Matthew 25 ministries” detailed in the table above. It is interesting to note
that participants report a fairly low rate of working with the stranger (16.6%), the homeless
(13.1%), and the imprisoned (10.3%).
The survey did not collect data measuring the intensity of recent ministry experiences.
For example, the survey does not distinguish between a participant who volunteers 20 hours
each week at a homeless shelter and a participant whose assistance was much more limited. As
different as the experiences of these two participants might be, both are nevertheless eligible to
report “Homeless Shelters” as a recent ministry experience. The survey aimed to capture a
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lower-resolution picture, one that provides a general description of respondent’s basic
commitments to ministries to the poor and suffering. The discussion in this section supports
the summary that participants are moderately active in outreach to the poor and suffering, but
that ministries requiring personal contact with those in need have lower participation rates.

B. Advocacy in secular spheres is consistently higher than in church spheres, and such
activism is low in connection with ministries mentioned by Christ in Matthew 25.

Participants were asked to report recent experiences of advocacy as well:
In the last twelve (12) months, have you voiced public support for any issue of personal
importance to you, in either the “secular/public” sphere, or more specifically within
“ecclesial/church” circles?
Examples of public support in the “secular/public” sphere include (1) directly
communicating with government officials, (2) attending rallies or marches, (3) composing
editorials or articles for general circulation, or (4) giving a speech or presentation to a general
audience.
Examples of public support within “ecclesial/church” circles include (1) publishing
editorials, articles, or blog posts in any forum (online or otherwise) with a dedicated focus on
faith and religion; (2) giving speeches or presentations in a church setting; or (3) leading or
teaching in a class in the parish. (Sermons given by clergy fall into this category.)

The table below summarizes the responses. The issues are ordered by the frequencies given in
the Secular/Public column.
Secular/
Public

Ecclesial/
Church

Difference
(Secular – Ecclesial)

Race relation issues

41.4%

22.8%

18.6%

Immigrant or refugee
support

38.6%

19.3%

19.3%

Hunger and poverty
issues

37.9%

32.4%

5.5%

Healthcare and health
insurance issues

29.7%

11.7%

17.9%

Mental health issues

28.3%

14.5%

13.8%

Issue
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Environmental issues

27.6%

14.5%

13.1%

War and peace issues

26.2%

17.2%

9.0%

Addiction and recovery
issues

23.4%

16.6%

6.9%

Housing issues

22.8%

11.0%

11.7%

Pregnancy crisis issues

17.2%

13.8%

3.4%

NONE OF THE ABOVE

16.6%

11.7%

4.8%

Human trafficking issues

16.6%

9.7%

6.9%

Labor issues

15.2%

2.8%

12.4%

Veterans issues

13.8%

4.8%

9.0%

Domestic violence issues

13.1%

9.0%

4.1%

Rates of Advocacy in Secular vs Ecclesial Settings

Participants reported advocacy work at a rate of 83%. Only 20 of 145 reported no such work at
all. But on all issues, participants were more likely to engage in advocacy in secular spheres
than in Church-related spheres, by an average of 11%. Also, when the focus turns to issues
connected to ministries mentioned by Christ in Matthew 25, it is noteworthy that no single issue
attracted a majority of positive responses. Hunger and poverty issues were supported at the
highest rate, but the rate in ecclesial spheres barely reaches one-third of participants. Christ
commands us to welcome the stranger, but only 19.3% of the sample urged support for
immigrants in Church circles. (Interestingly, the rate of advocacy around immigration issues is
much higher through secular platforms.) The sick are to be cared for, but barely one-tenth of
participants report voicing support for healthcare issues among other Christians, and this rate
only rises to 14.5% when the focus more specifically is mental health. Advocacy for the addicted
is similarly low. And basic activism related to labor issues—which might include income
inequality, minimum wage legislation, gender equity, migrant worker safety—barely register,
especially as a concern discussed in ecclesial spheres (2.8%).
Twenty-eight (19.3%) of those surveyed reported voicing support for issues not listed.
The most frequently mentioned concern in the “Other” category were issues of gender and
sexuality (11 responses, 7.6%), but the survey did not allow the respondent to distinguish
between activism carried out in the secular or ecclesial spheres.
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C. Active ministry to the poor and suffering is an important part of our calling as Orthodox
Christian, but is neglected in parish life.2

Participants overwhelmingly believe that active ministry to the poor is an important part
of our calling as Orthodox Christians, with 96% responding that such ministry is either
important or very important (Q1). Additionally, at rates just as strong, they believe that
Orthodox clergy should be preaching and teaching on topics related to wealth and poverty (Q2)
and encouraging the faithful to take an active role in the community on issues related to
poverty, homelessness, and hunger (Q3). In fact, 95% of respondents either agree or strongly
agree that doing so is “very important to the identity of Orthodox Christians” (Q4).
Accordingly, and again at similar rates, participants believe that hierarchs should make
outreach to the poor and suffering a priority for the parishes in their dioceses (Q5).
Although members of the sample largely agree that the Orthodox Christian tradition
provides clear teachings on topics related to justice, war, and poverty (Q8), they nevertheless
offer a more negative assessment of how well our parishes are living up to these commitments,
as the table for Q6 (Appendix 3) displays:

Statement: Orthodox parishes are not successfully ministering to those Christ
calls “the least of these my brethren” in the Parable of the Sheep
and the Goats (Matthew 25:31–46)
Strongly
Disagree
2
(1%)

Disagree
7
(5%)

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
42
(29%)

Agree
58
(40%)

Strongly
Agree
35
(24%)

Survey Question 6 (Appendix 3)

In fact, only 12% can strongly agree that one’s local town or city is a better place because of the
work done by one’s parish to help those in need. Only 33% are willing to agree, and the
remaining 58% either strongly disagree, disagree, or have no opinion (Q9). And the
respondents offer this negative assessment of parish ministry to the poor and suffering even
though they report that it is easy to find opportunities for outreach to the needy in the
community (Q7).
The analysis in this section is based on the summary tables in Appendix 3, “Attitudes about
Ministry to the Poor and Suffering.”
2
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D. Attitudes about ministry to the poor and suffering are formed by a mixture of influences,
from within and from outside the parish, but certain key parish experiences have notably
weak influence. 3

Not
Important

Slightly
Important

Moderately
Important

Important

Very
Important

Participants were asked to rank the importance of various influences on their beliefs
about outreach to the suffering. By far the top influences cited in the survey were participation
in the Divine Liturgy, personal conscience, the parable of the sheep and the goats, Christ’s
encounter with the rich young man, and the lives of the saints. Call these the “gold-medal”
influences on attitudes toward the poor and suffering.

Your participation in the
Divine Liturgy

0
0%

2
1%

11
8%

24
17%

108
74%

Personal conscience

0
0%

0
0%

3
2%

37
26%

104
72%

Christ’s Parable of the Sheep
and the Goats (Matt 25:31-46)

6
4%

4
3%

11
8%

27
19%

96
66%

Christ’s encounter with the
rich young man (Matthew
19:16–30, Mark 10:17–31, Luke
18:18–30)

2
1%

9
6%

22
15%

30
21%

82
57%

Examples from the lives of the
saints

0
0%

5
3%

15
10%

54
37%

71
49%

Gold-Medal Influences on Attitudes
Toward Ministry to the Poor and Suffering

The analysis in this section is based on the summary table in Appendix 4, “Sources of Beliefs
about Ministry to the Poor and Suffering.”
3

109

Not
Important

Slightly
Important

Moderately
Important

Important

Very
Important

In previous chapters we have dwelt at length on four of these five sources. In chapter 2, we
explored the parable of the sheep and the goats. In chapter 3, we learned from a case study
from the Cappadocian fathers, and along the way we put the spotlight on Basil’s interpretation
of Christ’s encounter with the rich young man. In chapter 4, we underscored the essential link
between our experience of Christ and his kingdom in the Liturgy and the commandment to “go
and do likewise” through the liturgy after the Liturgy. If our survey data reflects more
generally the important influence of these gold-medal sources, it is critical to return to them
again and again through the preaching and teaching ministries of the Church.
Alongside the above, the following should be considered “silver-medal” influences, not
quite as formative, but respectably so.

Personal relationships I have
with the poor and suffering

4
3%

4
3%

14
10%

55
38%

66
46%

Teachings of Saint John
Chrysostom

11
8%

7
5%

18
12%

45
31%

58
40%

Other Scripture4

5
3%

2
1%

24
17%

42
29%

58
40%

Other passages provided in the responses include: healing of Legion, healing of the paralytic
(with four friends), the parable of the good Samaritan, Christ and the woman at the well, the feeding
of the five thousand, raising the son of the widow on Nain, Galatians 6:2, Hebrews 13:1–16 ("going
outside the camp"), Philippians 2:1–11, 1 John 3:17, Acts 20:35, James 1:27, Matthew 6:1–4, Epistle of
James (chapter 2), the community of goods in Acts 2, 1 Corinthians, John 12:8, Mark 14:7,
Deuteronomy 15:11, parable of the talents, Luke 14:12–14, Romans 12:20–21; Matthew 19, 20–25;
parable of Lazarus and the rich man, Matthew 14:15–21, Matthew 5, the Book of Ruth, Matthew 18:6
("Her sins, which are many, are forgiven; for she loved much"), 1 Corinthians 13:1–13, Psalm
102/103, Matthew 6:22–34, Matthew 23:23, Matthew 12:41, Matthew 23:30, Leviticus (passages
regarding the sojourners, the poor who should be able to collect gleanings), The Beatitudes,
Leviticus and the NT passages on love of neighbor, Christ’s ministry to sick and marginalized of His
time, Isaiah 58 on true fasting, James 2:18, Acts 20:35, Galatians 2:10, every healing and
compassionate act of our Lord, Exodus 23:9, Acts when the church in Antioch takes up a collection
for the church in Jerusalem, 2 Corinthians 8:13, the passages in Isaiah regarding the in-gathering of
the nations, Mark 12:41–44, Book of Revelation (condemnation of rich and powerful who rule the
earth), parable of the fig tree, 1 John 3:17.
4
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General sense of gratitude
and a desire to give back

1
1%

4
3%

19
13%

62
43%

57
39%

Learning about the work of
other Orthodox parishes who
assist the poor

5
3%

17
12%

27
19%

41
28%

53
37%

Silver-Medal Influences on Attitudes
Toward Ministry to the Poor and Suffering

Not
Important

Slightly
Important

Moderately
Important

Important

Very
Important

Notably, contact with the poor themselves has a powerful influence on the attitudes of
participants. One is reminded of the emphasis on ekphrasis in the poverty sermons of the
Cappadocian fathers, and of the stress they lay on unmasking the “anonymous poor” and
returning to them the voice and human dignity that poverty and sickness too often take away.
In the survey, direct personal experience—love that is concrete and up close—emerges similarly
as a leading shaper of attitudes.
Related is the influence that comes from sharing first-hand experience and relationshipbuilding with others. Participants cite that learning from the work done by other parishes is
important to them. Also addressed in the survey, but not scoring high enough to land in the
top ten influences, are the “ripple effects” that come from hearing the stories of missionaries,
monasteries, and Orthodox humanitarian organization.

Learning about the work of
Orthodox humanitarian
organizations (Such as FOCUS
North America, or the IOCC)

13
9%

19
13%

37
26%

40
28%

33
23%

Learning about the work of
missionaries through the OCMC

19
13%

31
21%

32
22%

32
22%

28
19%

Learning about the work of
monasteries who assist the poor

6
4%

21
14%

25
17%

48
33%

43
30%

Influence of missionaries, monasteries,
and Orthodox humanitarian organizations
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Not
Important

Slightly
Important

Moderately
Important

Important

Very
Important

Because each of these is a potentially powerful form of ekphrasis to motivate the individual
believer, parishes should make more of an effort to learn and share stories from these sources as
well.
Rounding out the top 50% of influences investigated by the survey are these “bronzemedal” sources.

The Prophets of the Old
Testaments

9
6%

14
10%

27
19%

43
30%

52
36%

Teachings of St Basil the Great

14
10%

11
8%

20
14%

43
30%

49
34%

Events or figures from the
Civil Rights movement of the
1960s

19
13%

21
14%

29
20%

29
20%

46
32%

Sermons by parish clergy

13
9%

12
8%

29
20%

44
30%

45
31%

Learning about the work of
monasteries who assist the
poor

6
4%

21
14%

25
17%

48
33%

43
30%

Bronze-Medal Influences on Attitudes
Toward Ministry to the Poor and Suffering

We already mentioned the importance of raising our awareness of monasteries and their
outreach to the suffering. And now we see where additional good work may be done. Given
the high-impact value noted above of Christ’s parable of the sheep and goats and his encounter
with the rich young man, it is possible to deepen the impact that the prophets have on our
attitudes toward ministry by underscoring the continuity between Christ’s words and the
prophets’ words about the poor. Similarly, the influence of the teachings of St Basil could be
heightened by exploring more fully the historical situations that gave rise to his well-known
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Not
Important

Slightly
Important

Moderately
Important

Important

Very
Important

works, as we did in chapter 3. And why not allow two good sources to work as partners?
Perhaps clergy, when preaching on wealth and poverty, should make good use of pivotal
figures and stories from contemporary movements associated with civil rights and racial
equality.
What about the sources that were rated least-influential by participants? There are some
surprises to note.

Video or podcast lectures by
Orthodox Christians on the
internet

33
23%

34
23%

29
20%

22
15%

22
15%

Books and articles by
Orthodox writers on justice

28
19%

29
20%

31
21%

31
21%

21
14%

College courses or professors

40
28%

28
19%

29
20%

22
15%

21
14%

Adult study classes at my
parish

45
31%

31
21%

23
16%

19
13%

17
12%

Social media platforms such
as Facebook or Instagram

39
27%

27
19%

38
26%

24
17%

16
11%

(For adult converts, n=100)
The catechism I received.

27
27%

19
19%

27
27%

16
16%

11
11%

Sense of guilt

40
28%

42
29%

23
16%

27
19%

10
7%

Least-Influential Sources:
Attitudes Toward Ministry to the Poor and Suffering

First, it is devastating to discover that adult converts to Orthodox Christianity in the survey
rank the influence of their catechism nearly at the bottom.5 Only “a sense of guilt” is ranked
lower as an influence on attitudes to the poor and suffering. Similarly, adult study classes—
which pick up where catechesis often stops—is a striking underachiever. Adult study classes
are ranked lowest when we restrict attention to the failing grade of “not important,” lower even
We have already noted that the third-century Apostolic Teachings set forth active ministry to the
poor and suffering as a requirement for those seeking baptism. See note 1, chapter 4.
5
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than one’s sense of guilt (45 > 40). Moving beyond the particular parish experiences of
respondents, we discover that the wider Church has a few gaps to fill. Although they avoid the
ignominy of finishing nearly last, it is still a concern that educational resources like books,
articles, lectures, and podcasts by Orthodox Christians on justice and poverty are ranked in the
lowest quartile of survey options. These are potential sources of effective learning and
communication, but in the survey data, Orthodox print and digital media are about as effective
as Facebook for strengthening our ministries to the poor and suffering.

E. Personal contact, relationship building, and education will make a positive impact.

What might lead an Orthodox Christian to increase the intensity of his or her work on behalf
of the poor and suffering? Participants were asked the following question:

Would the following lead you to increase your financial giving and volunteer service
in support of ministries that assist those whom Christ calls “the least of these my
brethren” in the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46)?

Very
Unlikely

Not
Likely

Neutral

Likely

Very
Likely

A summary of the responses is provided below in two parts, and also as Appendix 5.
Of the ten options offered in the survey, here are the five which participants rated as
most likely to lead to positive change.

Invitations from friends to join them as
volunteers.

2
1%

2
1%

11
8%

70
48%

60
41%

Meeting people at my parish who
struggle with poverty, addiction, and
violence.

1
1%

2
1%

20
14%

68
47%

54
37%

Presentations at Church by
representatives from local non-profit
organizations that clearly explain how
my volunteer service can help those in
need.

5
3%

8
6%

25
17%

62
43%

45
31%

Changing Behavior:
Rank 1-5 (of 10 options)
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Learning more about how poverty,
addiction, and violence affects families
and children in my community.

5
3%

9
6%

31
21%

60
41%

40
28%

A parish retreat, led by an invited
speaker, on the topic of “justice and the
local Orthodox parish” from an
Orthodox perspective.

12
8%

11
8%

33
23%

51
35%

38
26%

Sources of Behavior Change (Top 5 of 10)

Each response in the top five involves some significant degree of human contact, or else greater
awareness of the experiences of those in need. Survey participants will likely increase their
commitment to ministries that serve the poor and suffering if they are simply asked by friends
to join them as volunteers. This simple strategy increases the likelihood of deeper commitments
by 89%. Nearly as powerful are personal relationships with people in need of compassionate
outreach. Participants report that they are 84% more likely to increase both giving and service
in support of the poor if they were to learn more directly from those who struggle against
poverty, addiction, and violence. Similarly, responses indicate that partnering with local nonprofit organizations (74%) and learning more about the impact of poverty, violence, and
addiction on families and children in the community (69%) will likely move Orthodox
Christians to greater involvement. The option in fifth place is a retreat which emphasizes the
role played by the local parish in pursuing justice. Given the stress on relationships and
personal stories in the preceding options that rank more highly, it is reasonable to claim that
addressing what can be done locally is what makes this fifth option attractive. People have a
desire to know how they can bring love and compassion to those they are most likely to know.
Of the ten scenarios imagined by the survey, these are the five that rank the lowest.

115

Very
Unlikely

Not
Likely

Neutral

Likely

Very
Likely

The news that your parish is in extreme
financial distress and faces the
possibility of closing in the next few
years.

6
4%

18
12%

35
24%

44
30%

42
29%

More frequent sermons by parish clergy
on wealth, poverty, and injustice.

9
6%

16
11%

35
24%

58
40%

27
19%

New publications or journals from an
Orthodox perspective dedicated to the
history, theology, and practice of
ministry to the poor and suffering.

8
6%

17
12%

40
28%

53
37%

25
17%

Pastoral letters (encyclicals) and direct
appeals from my jurisdiction’s Holy
Synod of Bishops on wealth, poverty,
and injustice.

15
10%

20
14%

32
22%

54
37%

23
16%

Clear, compelling online podcasts or
lectures on pressing social issues from an
Orthodox perspective.

15
10%

19
13%

40
28%

52
36%

19
13%

Sources of Behavior Change (Rank 6 - 10)

These are by no means weak shapers of future behavior. Even the lowest-ranking option is
likely to move at least 49% of respondents to further work in support of “the least of these my
brethren.” But the element that seems to distinguish the upper five from the lower five is the
explicit incorporation of personal, humanizing experience. Participants agree that more
sermons on injustice (59%), new publications and journals dedicated to merciful ministry (54%),
episcopal encouragement (53%), and better social media presentations (49%) will likely lead to
stronger commitments, but these rates are still lower than the options that involve some form of
face-to-face familiarity with the personal struggles of those who suffer (89%, 84%, 74%, 69%,
and 61%).
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5. Conclusions
Participants are moderately involved in ministries to the poor and suffering, and express
an interest in deepening their commitments. In the sample, support for correcting injustice is
more likely than not to take place in secular settings, but participants firmly believe that
ministry to “the least of these my brethren” is part of the basic identity of Orthodox Christians.
For nearly all, this identity and its connection to social action is strongly shaped by participation
in the eucharistic Liturgy, Christ’s teachings about wealth and poverty, and the lives of the
saints. Participants also credit personal relationships with the poor and suffering as a source of
their beliefs about ministry, as well as first-hand stories about ministry shared by other parishes
and Orthodox organizations. And in general, those who responded say that deepening their
connection to the poor and suffering in their immediate neighborhoods and parish communities
is likely to increase their involvement. Learning more about the human face of suffering
through the teaching and preaching ministries of the Church would also lead to such an
increase, although participants overwhelmingly suggest that at present they are least influenced
and inspired by Orthodox writers on justice, parish adult education, Orthodox social media
contributions, and their experience as catechumens. In the final chapter that follows, we will
consider how parishes might benefit from these empirical insights and how they might combine
them with insights already learned from biblical, patristic, and missiological literature to create
“servant parishes” dedicated to the co-equal liturgies of the Eucharist and compassionate
ministry to the suffering brother and sister.
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Chapter 6
Building a Servant Parish

1. Towards a new model of ministry
There is a joke that Orthodox Christians like to tell about Scripture. The setting is an
imagined conversation between an Orthodox believer and an Evangelical Christian who is
somewhat skeptical of Orthodoxy.

Evangelical: Orthodox Christians believe and do a lot of funny things, but
only one question is important. Do you believe that every
word in the Bible is true?
Orthodox Christian: Believe in the Bible? My friend, we wrote the Bible!

The joke helps to remind Orthodox Christians of something important: that until recently, the
most authoritative voice on matters of Scripture was the Orthodox voice. The Orthodox Church
does not simply look back on the writers of the New Testament (and by anticipation, the writers
of the Old Testament) as the inspiring precursors of Orthodox Christianity. Rather, those
authors are understood by the Church to be actual Orthodox Christians themselves. It is only in
recent centuries that Orthodox Christians have abdicated this position of authority, allowing
much younger Christian traditions to imagine that they have privileged insight into Scripture as
the word of God.
A version of the joke can be told which captures the spirit of the present project. Here,
the conversation is between an Orthodox believer and a progressive Christian devoted to justice
and activism.

Progressive: Orthodox Christians believe and do a lot of funny things, but
only one question is important. Do you support ministry to
the poor and suffering?
Orthodox Christian: Support ministry to the poor and suffering? My friend, we
invented ministry to the poor and suffering!
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The point is that Orthodox Christianity does not now arrive as a new partner to an independent
conversation about Christian commitments to the poor and suffering. The point is that
Orthodox Christianity cannot understand itself apart from its commitment to “go and do
likewise” to those whom Christ calls “the least of these my brethren.” Apart from that
commitment, the Church ceases to be the Church. The Church is birthed by the Holy Spirit
precisely to celebrate both the Liturgy and the liturgy after the Liturgy, as these two coequal
liturgies have been described in this study.
The problem of course is that many Orthodox Christians have forgotten this essential
connection to the poor and suffering. And so to many, both inside and outside the Orthodox
Church, it does in fact appear that Orthodoxy has to ante up and figure out how much it is
willing to risk, if anything at all. In preceding chapters, the aim was to show that the Orthodox
Church has to put everything into the game, so to speak. Ministry to the poor and suffering is
not just an optional activity for the already-inclined. Such ministry is an axiom from which the
rest of the Church’s biblical, patristic, and theological inheritance follows as logical
consequences.
In this conclusion, the goal is to translate the insights of previous chapters into strategies
for strengthening parish ministries to the poor and suffering. To start, we will return to a
proposal first suggested in the opening chapter: that Orthodox Christianity is in need of a
“moral theology” that can explain not just what the Christian is called to do, but also why she is
called to do these things. A moral theology such as this will bring clarity, motivation, and
encouragement to parishes that desire to move strongly in the direction of increased
involvement.
Second, we will develop five principles for creating and guiding ministries that “seek
justice.” These principles are based on the biblical, patristic, missiological, and empirical
records explored in earlier chapters. And they are intended to be criteria that, if met, will help
each Orthodox parish to recover what Fr Alexander Schmemann calls its “missionary character”
of serving the world. As we stated in chapter 1, recovery by parishes of this missionary
character is arguably the last undeveloped part of Fr Schmemann’s larger program of saying
‘yes’ to the kingdom and halting the advance of a secularism that reduces faith to but one of
many autonomous and competing values for creating a meaningful life. The aimed-for moral
theology and these five guiding principles represent a new model of ministry, one for creating
servant parishes dedicated to both the eucharistic Liturgy and to the liturgy that follows in the
world—the liturgy of seeking solidarity with those in need of mercy and relief.

2. A moral theology to guide the servant parish
Compassionate ministry to the suffering is an undeniable part of the Christian’s calling.
But why is this so? More to the point, is there anything particularly Christian about the “mercy
mandate” encountered so often in holy scripture and holy tradition? Or, is the commandment
to seek justice a general human concern to which our faith in Jesus Christ contributes nothing
essential or unique? Some might argue that ministry to the poor and suffering follows
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straightforwardly from the commandments to love found so often throughout the Bible. To be
sure, compassion is birthed through love, but is it possible to say more? Is it possible to move
beyond acknowledging good conduct, and to tell a deeper story about why such conduct is
praiseworthy in light of the Orthodox understanding of the person and purpose of Jesus Christ?
This desire for greater clarity is worth indulging. For many Christians, the
praiseworthiness of justice is self-evident because justice is a loving response to suffering, and
Christians are called to love. But what if Christianity could say more? What if Christians could
also provide a compelling account of our call to radical compassion that makes the search for
justice, not just urgent, but also inviting? What if Orthodoxy has the resources to provide a
fuller picture of ministry to the poor and suffering that makes justice, not just non-negotiable,
but also compelling? Fr Schmemann wrote tirelessly of joy as the sign of the kingdom. And such
joy is the hallmark of our eucharistic Liturgy precisely because Orthodox worship reveals the
kingdom. But what if we could also tell a parallel story about the liturgy after the Liturgy—that
serving “the least of these my brethren,” no less than the Eucharist, is an act through which the
kingdom also breaks into our experience, flooding all the world with the same eschatological
joy released in worship?
Such a story would be a powerful tool for certain. It would encourage Orthodox
Christians to pursue justice for the weak and marginalized with a greater sense of ownership,
and with a clearer sense of how active ministry to the poor and suffering is connected to the
Gospel story of salvation through Jesus Christ.
In the first chapter of this study, we described this deeper story about compassion as a
movement from “morals” to “moral theology.” It is a movement beyond just knowing what
one ought to do, and achieving as well a better understanding of why these obligations carry
special weight. To bring greater clarity to the expression ‘moral theology,’ we used an analogy
in chapter 1 with Orthodox worship. ‘Liturgics’ names the study of the actions and rites
themselves through which we offer our worship. The one who is proficient in liturgics is the
one who knows how to prepare and celebrate a given divine service. Beyond liturgics there is
liturgical theology. ‘Liturgical theology’ names the study of the meaning and significance of the
actions and rites. Liturgics teaches us how to celebrate a baptism, for example, and perhaps
how the steps of the rite have changed over time. Liturgical theology teaches us that baptism is
the Christian’s rite of initiation into the body of Christ through union—a union with Christ in a
death like his, so that the Christian might be raised to new life alongside her Lord and Savior.

2A. Lessons from scripture for an Orthodox moral theology
In chapter 2, we emphasized a Christological reading of Matthew 25:31–46, one that
stresses the question “who is Jesus Christ?” over the rival questions of “who is being judged?”
and “what are the criteria used by the judge?” Often, these rival questions attract all the
attention. And to be sure, Matthew 25 is a parable that has consequences for both eschatology
and ethics, but these consequences are secondary to the more profound truths revealed about
the personhood of Jesus Christ. The Christology of the parable must be appreciated in the first
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place. Only then can we go on to understand the eschatological and ethical lessons of the
passage.
The Christology of the parable of the sheep and the goats has many facets, as explored in
chapter 2, but the central surprise revealed by Christ is his identification with “the least of these
my brethren” to whom “all the nations” either did or did not extend compassion and mercy.
Matthew 25 is a road map for finding Christ. The divine king who brings history to an end is to
be found among those who hunger, thirst, and suffer. But Matthew also forges a strong
connection between the Last Judgment and the Great Commission in Matthew 28, reminding us
also that this same king will be found among those who preach the Gospel. We pointed out
that Jesus is present in his disciples (28:20), and that Jesus is present in the least (25:40). And so
to follow Christ, to be his disciple, is both to minister to and to become the least—to identify with
them, in love, so completely that self-regard gives way to selfless concern and mercy. Matthew
calls his community to emulate Christ, even as he more deeply describes the person of Christ.
Who is Jesus? He is the Christ who will reside with all who preach the good news, even as they
become—like him—the “least” in the course of this missionary activity.
Based on the Christological reading of Matthew 25, the following emerges as the central
idea of an Orthodox moral theology:
Through ministry to the poor and suffering, especially when paired with the evangelization
mandate of Matthew 28, the Christian both encounters Christ, and becomes by grace what
Christ is by nature.

Matthew 25 is a kenotic hymn which forges an identity between Christ and those in need of
mercy and help. For the Christian, this fact about Christ leads in the second place to a fact
about the goal of discipleship. Christ reveals his divinity precisely through his kenosis in love
for the present and eternal welfare of his beloved. As for Christ, so also for us: we become like
Christ as we also more and more extend relief and compassion, in love, to those in need, even if
this requires that we too become more and more like “the least” we choose to love.
Orthodox Christians talk a great deal about salvation as theosis—about salvation as
divinization, as becoming divine by God’s grace. But theosis is not the power to walk on water,
nor to levitate during prayer. It is not measured by what we have, but rather by what we are
capable of giving away. If Christ is the measure of all things—and if Christ “shows us what it
means to be God in the way that he chooses to die as a human being”1—then theosis, if it is
anything, is the capacity for loving kenosis, which is cited by the Apostle Paul in Philippians 2
as the root cause of Christ’s ultimate exaltation by the Father. To be sure, salvation is not
achieved because we minister in love to the poor and suffering. Rather, through such ministry
we become more and more like “the least” we serve and, in turn, more and more like our Lord
who reveals his oneness with them in Matthew 25. Theosis is not a reward after the fact for
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those who seek justice for those in need. Seeking justice is the activity through which God
shares his life, even as we lose our lives for the sake of Christ and his Gospel (Mark 8:35).
Why is it important to strengthen our ministries to the poor and suffering? Important
passages in Philippians 2, Matthew 25, and Matthew 28 begin to point the way. Through such
ministries, the parish becomes the body of Christ, not just inside the four walls of the church
building, but outside those walls as well. In worship, the pentecostal grace of the descending
Holy Spirit changes earthly bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. In
compassionate ministry to others, especially when this ministry intersects with our commission
to preach and teach, that same Spirit descends on us and changes us in the very same way.
Theosis is the transfiguration of the human being into someone who loves as Christ loves, fully
and without regard for self, even to the extreme humility of death on the cross. Seeking justice
is one engine of this transfiguration. Compassionate ministry to the poor and suffering helps to
complete our solidarity with Christ, because it deepens our capacity to love and to identify with
those Christ already loves and with whom he already identifies. It is an askesis by which we
learn to set aside our selfish wills and to love as Christ loves.
In chapter one we asked, “what does an ‘Orthodox moral theology’ look like?” The
quick answer offered there was that such a moral theology should look like Christ. An
Orthodox explanation of justice, if it is to matter, must make clear that justice is an
indispensable asceticism, chosen in love, through which the human being becomes more and
more like the Savior we confess to be king and God. As Paul emphasizes, equality with God is
not demonstrated by holding on to something. Rather, it is revealed by Christ when he
“emptied himself” (eavton ekenosen).2 To become by grace what Christ is by nature, we must
become capable of this same kenosis. And such a capacity is the product, God willing, of
faithful practice. Serving those who suffer is a pathway to salvation, understood as theosis, or
divinization by grace. Compassion is the very mechanism through which we become by grace
what God is by nature. Kenosis leads to union with “the least,” and union with the least leads
to union with Christ. Again: this union with Christ is not a reward for the good works of mercy
and love. Rather, union with Christ—sharing eternal life with him, in the joy of the kingdom—
is the outcome to which the transfiguring work of compassionate ministry naturally leads.
To summarize a bit, an Orthodox moral theology—an Orthodox explanation of justice—
begins with a focus on three key passages of scripture.

(1) Philippians 2:1–13. Here, the Apostle Paul explains that Christ is “the least” on the basis
of his extreme humility. Jesus is exalted by God precisely because “though he was in the
form of God, [he] did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied
himself (eavton ekenosen), taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.”3
Christ shows his divinity through kenosis, through love that “empties itself” for the sake of
another.
2
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3
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(2) Matthew 25:31–46. Here, Christ identifies with “the least of these my brethren” who suffer
privation in the many ways catalogued in the parable of the sheep and the goats. Christ’s
kenosis described in Philippians 2 is actively chosen, but there are “the least” for whom
kenosis is a passive affair. Emptiness has been imposed upon them. Nevertheless, because
they share extreme humility with Christ, Christ is found among them. Moreover, he chooses
to be found among them. To encounter “the least” is to encounter Christ.
(3) Matthew 28:12–20. Here, Christ promises to be with his disciples always, even as they are
commissioned to preach and teach to the nations. Interestingly, Christ does not use the
language of identification, as he does in Matthew 25. But the missionary who is motivated by
love—for God and for others—will naturally become “the least” even as he or she encounters
and minsters to “the least” among the nations. In this way, Christ also identifies, in time,
with those who serve him. They are divinized by their active love.

Christ is “the least” by nature. Human beings become “the least” by grace, either because
kenosis has been imposed passively (when we suffer involuntarily) or because we choose
kenosis as missionary disciples through ministry to the poor (when we offer to enter the
suffering of others). This is not to say that to be sick or to suffer is a blessing, especially when
this is not chosen. Our point, rather, is that grace is bestowed on all those who endure extreme
humility since this is Christ’s own chosen vocation, for the life of the world. The grace is
solidarity with Christ—of sharing life with the one who was obedient in love “unto death, even
death on a cross.”4
This is what Paul means when he concludes

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but
much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for God is
at work in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.5

We “work out” our salvation, not by earning it, but by entering a process that by its very
operation changes us by grace into what Christ our Savior is by nature—persons capable of love
that never breaks fellowship with others out of self-regard. This sort of love just is what it
means to be divine—love that moves among the persons of the Holy Trinity and then outward
into the cosmos by means of creation. The experience of ministry to the sick and suffering,
when done correctly, is the experience of being saved.

4
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2B. Lessons from the poverty sermons for an Orthodox moral theology
In the preceding section, we introduced the following basic claim for an Orthodox moral
theology.

Through ministry to the poor and suffering, especially when paired with the evangelization
mandate of Matthew 28, the Christian both encounters Christ, and becomes by grace what
Christ is by nature.

The poverty sermons of the Cappadocian fathers explored in chapter 3 also support this
basic moral theology. For certain there was the striking emphasis by Nyssa on exactly the
central point, quoted already: “Mercy and good deeds are works God loves; they divinize those
who practice them and impress them into the likeness of goodness, that they may become the
image of the Primordial Being, pure, who surpasses all intelligence.”6 Christians want to
become like Christ, and this “christification” occurs through mercy and good deeds.
But more than this, there was in the sermons of 369 an emphasis on being guided in all
things by the “mother commandment” to love one’s neighbor. As Basil explained, rather
concretely, the mother commandment must apply to money as well. Money is a form of love,
and so love implies privation for the sake of the beloved. The disciple will embrace the
possibility of poverty even as he or she seeks to provide relief to poor, since to love another as
oneself means to keep no more for oneself than one gives to those in need. In ministry to the
least, one joins their ranks. But of course in doing so, one becomes what Christ already is.
And to remind us that sanctity is measured by our relationship with other human
beings, and not in the first place by our relationship to wealth or poverty, the Cappadocian
fathers relentlessly gave a voice to the poor through the rhetorical device of ekphrasis. They are
not to be regarded as the anonymous poor who exist so that we might grow in holiness. They
exist so that they might love and be loved. The Cappadocian fathers urge their listeners to
understand the suffering of others. They personalize the plight of the hungry and the sick. They
uncloak the invisible poor through rhetoric, and likewise urge the faithful to enter the suffering
that rages around them so that love might take root and grow.
To support the emphasis on creating personal connections with the poor, the poverty
sermons often rely on what we called the “Nicene inference.” This inference moves very simply
from the premise that Christ’s body is entitled to supreme dignity to the conclusion that all
bodies are entitled to supreme dignity. The inference is “Nicene” since it presupposes the
Christology of the Council of Nicaea in 325 that Jesus Christ is fully divine. His divinity confers
undeniable nobility on the “form of a servant” he takes at the Incarnation. But this divinity also
confers nobility on all who are united to this Christ, either in a chosen way through baptism and
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on-going discipleship, or in an involuntary way through suffering and extreme privation. As
Susan Holman recognizes:

In most early Christian texts, the poor exist primarily as a passive tool for redemptive
almsgiving, a signifier by which the Christian donor may gain honor and divine reward.
Relieving destitution is not usually defined in terms which recognize the recipients as fellow
bodies in a divinely created material world of equals in the sight of God, as Gregory of
Nyssa would later suggest.7

Love that connects the disciple to the poor is love that reveals the presence of Christ in both.
This is why compassionate ministry to the poor and suffering is a priority for all Christians. It
is part of the way we “work out” our salvation, where salvation is solidarity with Christ in all
things. This is what the biblical witness suggests, and this is what patristic reflection on that
witness also urges.

2C. Lessons from missiology for an Orthodox moral theology
In our review of recent Orthodox missiology in chapter 4, we explored the virtuous
entanglement of worship and compassionate ministry. The “second liturgy” of serving the
suffering brother or sister is coequal with the eucharistic Liturgy. Diakonia is non-negotiable,
and without it, our doxologia is incomplete. Worse, if we neglect the liturgy after the Liturgy, we
feebly strive to keep Trinitarian life an inside-the-walls experience when, in fact, the movement
of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is a relentlessly outward one. The mission of the Church is to
incarnate new eucharistic assemblies so that pentecostal grace might be extended to all places
and all times. As Archbishop Anastasios Yanoulatos writes, the “doxology of the redeemed”
must “echo beyond the limits of their own community and fill the universe.” 8 Otherwise, we set
ourselves against the ultimate mission of God—the union of all things in Christ and the
participation of all things in this final glory. Bria moves this line of thought forward when he
criticizes those who “have ignored the social and political consequences of theosis (deification)
and disregarded the historical concretization of Eucharistic spirituality. In so doing, they
interrupt the flow of the liturgical act, breaking off diakonia at the end of worship, at the door of
the church.”9 Clapsis describes the Eucharist as an “unmasking” that condemns as “inhuman
and false any life reduced to excessive and egoistic accumulation of material goods, oblivious to
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the needs of the neighbor, and any mentality of consumption without the joy of sharing.”10 And
Vassiliadis torches the tendency in the Orthodox Church to replace its original “proleptic
spirituality”—focused on the continuous and concrete emergence of the kingdom into this
world—with an anemic “therapeutic spiritually” that keeps the individual believer focused
exclusively on the inner condition of one’s own soul.
But the missiologist whose work translates almost directly into the sort of moral
theology we are developing is Athanasios Papathanasiou. For mission to be incarnational, he
writes, it must be kenotic. In other words, Church life must look like Christ, must become
Christ. Anything less is a betrayal of our calling. Anything less, in fact, increases enslavement.
“Every attempt at an incarnation without kenosis results in new forms of colonialism.”11 For
Papathanasiou, “Mission is an opening-up to strangers and the rejected.”12 But this orientation
to the stranger and the rejected is not so that we might “export” Christ to them, as if Christ were
a product that we have and that others need. Rather, Christ is already present in them, as he
explicitly teaches in Matthew 25. The irony, from a missiological point of view, is that we
minister to the poor and suffering so that through them Christ might minister to us, creating in
us the same capacity for true kenosis. “However strange it may sound, when the missionary
addresses himself to others in order to preach Christ to them, at the very same moment he
meets, in the faces of those others, the one whom he preaches.” 13 This is the key insight of an
Orthodox moral theology. Through ministry to the poor and suffering, the Christian both
encounters Christ, and becomes by grace what Christ is by nature.
But the endpoint of this transformation is not a bleak depersonalization of the
missionary. The missionary loses her life for the sake of the Gospel, but in doing so she finds
her life, as Christ promises. Yes, the experience of the missionary is “expatriation”—of
becoming a stranger by identifying with the stranger. But in this, the missionary both
encounters Christ and becomes Christ. As Papathanasiou explains, “expatriation, is at the same
time, repatriation.”14 Life is found, true life. Through kenosis—selfless entry into the stranger’s
experience—we are united with all things in Christ, and participate in the final glory that God
will reveal in the fulness of time through his Son.15
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2D. How Orthodox Christians should think about justice
A major aim of this project is the goal of exploring the virtue of compassion from a
particularly Christian point of view, and by ‘Christian’ here we mean any tradition that accepts
the basic Christology of the early Church and, specifically, the biblical and patristic witnesses
that are crucial to the debates surrounding the seven Ecumenical Councils recognized by the
Eastern Orthodox Churches. This project contends that compassion is not just a pre-Christian
virtue that happens to align with the moral vision of Christianity, although that is often how
compassion is understood even within the Church. Rather, the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus Christ changes compassion from something with universal appeal into something that is
indispensable to the Christian understanding of salvation.
As we have emphasized before, this is not to say that this project aims to support a
simple view of “salvation by works.” One does not earn a ticket into the kingdom through
active ministry to the poor in the way that, say, wages might help one buy a Disneyworld
vacation. Instead, compassionate ministry to the sick and suffering is the very sort of activity
that changes the Christian. It transfigures the Christian, to be more precise. To use biblical
language: compassion moves us from bearing the image of God, in some latent or potential
way, to showing forth an actual likeness to God. This is the sense in which compassion
“saves”—it requires acquiring the same sort of selfless love that characterizes the ministry of
Christ. It is Christ’s kenosis—his voluntary self-offering in love for others—that captures, not
simply what Christians are capable of, but what it means to be Christian, and of what it means to
“become partakers of the divine nature.”16
To say “Be compassionate!” is to produce an ethics, a moral code to govern conduct. But
to explain why compassion is obligatory is to move beyond morals and into moral philosophy.
In our case, it is to move into moral theology since the resources we rely on are from the
Christian tradition. And a clear moral theology is a useful thing to anyone who desires or needs
to explain why one’s particular moral code is to be favored above others. But to be clear: this
project is not a contribution to apologetics. The positions and strategies supported here are not
designed to convince non-Christians of anything. Rather, the goal is to preach to the choir, so to
speak, and to alert Christians to the urgency and importance of entering into the suffering of
others in love and solidarity.
We are using this one-sentence summary of an Orthodox moral theology concerned with
the commandment to “seek justice”:

Through ministry to the poor and suffering, the Christian both encounters Christ, and
becomes by grace what Christ is by nature.

16

2 Peter 1:4.

127

Ministry to the poor and suffering is not a vocation reserved for an elite fighting force within
the faith. It is for all Christians, because this is the vocation that defines what it means to be a
Christian. Justice is sacramental: in pursuing it, we pursue Christ who has already identified
himself with those in need of mercy and relief. In the poor and suffering, one encounters
Christ. Conversely, by standing apart from the stranger and the rejected one also stands apart
from Christ, which is the very opposite of God’s ultimate purpose of uniting all things in the
eternal glory of his Son.
This moral theology is offered as an account of justice for practical reasons. It is
designed to explain the importance of ministry to the poor and suffering, and to elevate the
“liturgy after the Liturgy” to its rightful place as a defining activity of a Christian life.
Correcting injustice is not just a goal that happens to be Christian—it is part of the life in Christ
offered through the Church and by which the kingdom is both revealed and experienced. By
systole, as Clapsis writes, we are breathed in by the Church to participate in the eucharistic
victory of life over death, and by diastole we are breathed out into the world to make this victory
a concrete one to those who cannot yet taste the joy of the kingdom because of the lingering
darkness ejected in futility by a defeated and dying anti-Christ.
Ministry to the poor and suffering is choiceworthy because through it the Christian
moves from being created in the image of God into greater actual likeness with the one who
became human so that human beings might become divine. This is the force of our eucharistic
worship, and it is the force of selfless love for those in need of compassion and solidarity. The
Christian is not called to grow in holiness and then get serious about ministry to the poor and
suffering. The Christian is invited to grow in holiness through compassionate ministries to the
stranger and the rejected.
Also, the moral theology explored in this project is offered as an encouragement to
parishes. Ministry to the poor and suffering is not just one option among a menu of options for
parishes to pursue. Parishes must be servants, as Fr Schmemann urges, especially if Orthodox
Christianity hopes to reclaim its missionary character. The tendency for Orthodox Christian in
particular to “serve the parish” needs correcting. The parish does not have outstanding needs to
be fulfilled, but it certainly exists to fulfill the needs of others. The “servant parish” gives, rather
than takes. It distributes, rather than attracts. And ministry to the poor and suffering, based on
the active compassion of the faithful, is the essential feature of any such servant parish.

3. The Five Cs of the servant parish
We now turn to developing practical strategies for strengthening ministry to the poor
and suffering and, thereby, bringing greater completeness to Fr Alexander Schmemann’s wider
program of saying ‘yes’ to the kingdom. In chapter 1 this greater completeness was described
as pursuing Fr Schmemann’s goal of restoring the missionary character of the Orthodox parish,
understood as replacing the false ideal of “serving the parish” with the vision of “the parish as
servant.” So far in chapter 6 we have sketched the basic outline of a moral theology that can
guide and inspire the servant parish in its outreach to the poor and suffering. This moral
theology holds up ministry to the poor and suffering as the very sort of Christ-like kenosis that
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leads in time to the fullness of union with Christ. Compassion is the engine that drives theosis,
so to speak. Through compassion we are brought into greater contact with Christ, who
identifies himself with the abject. In addition, we become more and more like the abject to the
degree that our love is like the self-emptying love of Christ. We serve the poor because that is
where Christ is. And as we serve the poor, we become poor ourselves (potentially),
participating in the very identity at the heart of the parable of the Last Judgment—the free
substitution allowed between the personal presence of Christ and the personal presence of the
“least of these” his brethren.
This moral theology can be translated into practical strategies for achieving Fr
Schmemann’s more complete ‘yes’ to the kingdom. The servant parish is a parish that honors
five basic principles in its ministry to the poor and suffering.

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)

The servant parish communicates.
The servant parish connects.
The servant parish comforts.
The servant parish corrects.
The servant parish chrismates.

These are the “Five Cs” of the servant parish. Alongside Trinitarian life offered sacramentally
through the eucharistic Liturgy, the servant parish will also offer this same life through the
liturgy after the Liturgy. To do so, it must strive to communicate, connect, comfort, correct, and
chrismate. We will develop each of these principles in turn.

3A. Communicate
The servant parish communicates. The servant parish must be unafraid to speak about
the injustices that afflict its neighbors and surrounding communities. The model of truthtelling, without equal, is the Old Testament prophet. From our survey of Scripture in chapter 2,
we explored the various functions served by the prophetic call to honor the poor, the stranger,
and the unprotected. Like the prophets, a servant parish will be engaged in bringing to light
the injustices so prevalent around us. The prophetic vocation is not dead. God still moves
aggressively towards the human being,17 especially in support of the weak and neglected. The
servant parish is an heir of the legacy founded by those like Isaiah, Amos, Micah, Hosea and the
psalmists. It receives a double portion of the spirit that moved the prophets to announce God’s
favor for the poor.
As we explored in chapter 3, the Cappadocian fathers also exemplify the power of
preaching about the centrality of social ministries. Through the poverty sermons, and through
17
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the work of bishops more widely in the later fourth century, the Church was able to change the
social imagination of the empire. “What is possible” shifted in the fourth century to include
bold and innovative efforts, through new institutions, to address the needs of the historically
excluded. Those on the margins in pagan culture were no longer disqualified from receiving
mercy and relief from the larger institutions that might help them. Similarly, the Orthodox
parish that emphasizes outreach to the poor and suffering in its preaching and teaching
ministries represents a continuation of this Cappadocian revolution.
Orthodox missiologists likewise encourage prophetic truth-telling. Archbishop
Anastasios reminds us that the first “immediate purpose” of the Church is to preach the Gospel,
particularly the Gospel of cosmic transfiguration through sharing life with the glorified Christ,
“realized through the sacraments.”18 This is part of the “doxology of the redeemed” that must
“echo beyond the limits of their own community and fill the universe.” He goes on to
encourage, not just engagement, but joyful engagement. Compelled by our “inner union with
Christ” we must become active “in the history and development of society as our Lord, who is
working in history and is also the Lord of history.” Furthermore, “we must have a positive
attitude, not characterized by a superficial enthusiasm to impose the Kingdom of God by social
and political means, or by anxiety and pessimism at the prevalence of sin and faithlessness.”19
The Christian worships at two altars: the holy table on which Christ offers himself through the
Eucharist, and the “secret altar of his own heart”20 in service to those who suffer. What unites
these two tables is the spoken word that “proclaims the acceptable year of the Lord.” The
servant parish must preach, inside and outside the walls of the church, as Christ did.

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the
poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind,
to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.21

We must alert the world that “the powers of darkness are decisively surrounded and the
enemy, without doubt, has been totally defeated, but in desperation he still casts his last
arrows.”22
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Those who participated in the project survey also confirm the important role played by
communication and awareness-building.23 When asked “How important is it for Orthodox
clergy to preach and teach on topics related to wealth and poverty?” 83% of respondents
selected either “Important” (21%) or “Very Important” (61%). At an even higher rate (92%),
participants either agreed or strongly agreed that Orthodox clergy should encourage the faithful
to take an active role in the community on issues related to poverty, homelessness, and hunger.
Higher still (95%) is the rate at which they agreed or strongly agreed that understanding and
then meeting the needs of the poor and suffering are very important to the identity of Orthodox
Christians. Respondents also indicate that preaching by parish clergy is an important source of
their beliefs about outreach to the poor and suffering (81% say that sermons are at least
moderately important),24 and they report that the more they know about the needs around
them, the more likely they are to increase their financial assistance and volunteer support. All
types of communication, in fact will have this positive impact: whether the learning takes place
through sermons, presentations, episcopal letters, podcasts, or print media.25
Pastors and educators must prioritize awareness-building in their preaching and
teaching ministries. Sermons must connect the sacramental and spiritual power of Orthodox
worship to the material relief that must be provided to those in need. Adult study groups and
catechesis material must also forge a link between worship and service, between doxologia and
diakonia. As Bria writes, “the eucharistic liturgy is not an escape into an inner realm of prayer, a
pious turning away from social realities; rather, it calls and sends the faithful to celebrate ‘the
sacrament of the brother’ outside the temple in the public marketplace, where the cries of the
poor and marginalized are heard.”26 The first step in turning toward social realities, in response
to our experience in the Eucharist, is the step of communicating, of talking out loud about the
forms of injustice afflicting the stranger and the rejected.

3B. Connect
The servant parish connects. And it does so, because Christ himself connects. Love is
never abstract. As Scripture demonstrates repeatedly, love presumes personhood and
relationship. The servant parish will not just communicate facts about injustice, but will learn
first-hand from those who suffer. Compassion means to ‘suffer with,’ and so compassion
requires a posture of humility and a strategy of learning and listening. This is doubly important
when the servant parish is largely populated by people who enjoy relative privilege and
23
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comfort. The aim is to create a servant parish, not a “savior parish”—not a parish which
believes the delusion that the power of evil must be matched by the counterpunch of virtue.
There is only one savior, Jesus Christ. And this one savior identifies with the weak by
becoming weak.
The patristic record also places a high value on personal connection with the poor and
suffering. As we saw in chapter 3, Basil dismantles the usual approach to thinking about
Christ’s encounter with the rich young man. The call to radical renunciation found in that
passage is not best interpreted as a Christian mandate concerning wealth, but as a concrete way
of expressing the more basic mandate concerning love of God and love of neighbor. Money is a
form of love, and so if you love your neighbor as yourself, then you will give as much as you
keep. Radical renunciation is really a byproduct of love at work in our midst. The main
question then is not whether I have the right attitude towards wealth, but whether I have the
right attitude towards people. And love is not love unless there is a connection between human
beings. You can give money to the anonymous poor. You can be moved by the statistics
describing poverty and suffering. But this is not love. Love presupposes a relationship through
which joy and pain are shared. For this reason the Cappadocian fathers place an emphasis on
detailing the personal misery of those who need our help. Through ekphrasis, they give voice
to the voiceless, and provide a face to the faceless. They humanize the ones from whom love is
withheld, so that genuine human kindness and affection might once again be kindled. Today,
the servant parish must also emphasize the high priority of being connected to “the least of
these my brethren.” It is not enough to write a check. It is not enough to pass out some
sandwiches. It is important to be a human presence among those who suffer—to learn their
names, to hear their stories, and to be moved by their distress.27
Orthodox missiologists press the point strongly. “The sharing of one bread and one cup
together within the Church must have its counterpart in the life of the community,” writes Bria.
“As we share the same Eucharistic bread, we must also share our food and existence with our
neighbors.”28 Personal connection with all human beings, especially those who suffer, is the
hallmark of the apostolic koinonia described in Acts 2, and koinonia is the “opposite of
exclusion,” as Bria notes. Koinonia requires “concern about poverty, marginalization and
suffering.”29 Clapsis also warns against ignoring those who suffer, saying that “we can no
longer celebrate the Eucharist with eyes closed to the needs of the poor and downtrodden.
Commitment to Christ in the Eucharist carries with it a commitment through Christ to the poor
of this world.”30 And such a commitment to the poor requires entering into relationships with
Brian Daley notes that in On Love 2 “Gregory’s plea, throughout this homily, is that his hearers
should show their compassion for these sufferers not simply by providing them with food and
financial support, but by taking them into their homes.” Daley, “Building a New City,” 454.
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them. Papathanasiou uses the language of friendship and fellowship to describe the Christian’s
call: “The ecclesiastical person becomes a stranger and, at the same time, a friend of strangers.
That is, he becomes a friend of the different, the alien, the homeless, the marginalized.”31
And the data reinforces the power of personal connection. “Meeting people at my
parish who struggle with poverty, addiction, and violence” is ranked as likely (47%) or very
likely (37%) to lead Orthodox Christians to increase their financial giving and volunteer service
in support of “the least of these my brethren.” Only “a direct invitation from a friend to join
them as a volunteer” ranks more highly as a motivation.32 Participants also identify personal
relationships with the poor and suffering as an important (silver-medal) influence on present
beliefs and attitudes about wealth and poverty.33
To restore the missionary character of the parish, Orthodox Christians must prioritize
relationship-building in the community, especially with those who fall into the category of “the
least of these my brethren.” Members of the parish might choose to work closely with nonprofit partners in the community, volunteering their time and talents to supporting those they
assist. Parishes should encourage their members to make personal contact with the poor and
suffering, both those they might encounter during daily routines (while walking or driving to
work, say) and those they must seek out and go to (shelters, soup kitchens, hospitals). Parishes
should encourage parishioners to acquire new skills such as active listening and community
organizing for the purpose of creating and strengthening relationships with others beyond the
four walls of the church. “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you
rest.”34 Christ invites, offering his personal presence to those who are burdened. The servant
parish must also offer this same invitation, for the same purpose.

3C. Comfort
The servant parish comforts. Of the Five Cs, this one is perhaps the most obvious. Still,
there is more to providing comfort than one might realize. In the first place, yes, the servant
parish should strive to be a place that extends mercy and relief to those who suffer. It must
provide the food, drink, and clothes mentioned by Christ in his address to the sheep and the
goats. The servant parish must become another Bethany, a “house of affliction” set-apart for
respite, where the sick and suffering can find a place of consolation. Following the examples of
those like Mary, Martha, and Lazarus of Bethany, the members of a servant parish will convert
resources into relief, while at the same time maintaining a place of hospitality for all. When
Jesus journeyed to Judea, it was at just such a house of affliction that he chose to stay.
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But people are wounded in so many ways, and Dame Cicely Saunders, a pioneer of the
hospice and palliative care movement, reminds us that pain is more than physical pain. There is
also pain that is social, psychological, and spiritual.35 And the servant parish must address the
“total pain” of those who suffer, not just their physical distress. The servant parish should heed
the fulness of a petition heard at most every Orthodox service, the one in which we pray for

A Christian ending to our life: painless, blameless, and peaceful; and a good defense before
the dread judgment seat of Christ.

In this petition we certainly pray for a death that is painless. But beyond relief from physical
pain we also pray for a death that is blameless (free of the social pain of estrangement and
isolation), peaceful (free of psychological or emotional pain, such as mental illness and
anguish), and a good defense before Christ as judge (free of spiritual pain, that is of pain caused
by our separation from God through sin). And so a servant parish must provide “total comfort”
in response to the various dimensions of total pain which afflict the stranger and the rejected.
The servant parish should remember that Christ praises the sheep for more than the food, drink,
and clothes they provide. He also praises the solidarity, human presence, and fellowship they
offer to those isolated by sickness and incarceration. He praises the relief they provide to social,
psychological, and spiritual pain as well.
An impressive example of providing comfort to the afflicted is the “new city” founded
and sustained outside of Caesarea by Basil in response to the suffering ignited by the famine of
369. This was a hospice that offered relief from total pain on a massive scale. Additional
lessons for the servant parish can be learned from the example of the Basileias (see the next of
the Five Cs below), but for now it is enough to acknowledge the power of the response
provided by Basil to the suffering in his midst. Basil is not unique, of course. His efforts and
teachings should be seen as a consensus patrum, summarizing the presence of deep and active
compassion in all the fathers and mothers of the Church.
Similarly, the missiologists we have reviewed each offer a version of the basic plea to
honor and fortify the essential connection between worship and active compassion, between the
eucharistic Liturgy and the second liturgy that follows among the suffering in our communities.
If our union with Christ at the Divine Liturgy is not translated into comfort for the poor and
suffering, then we have deflated both holy Scripture and holy tradition, and have tethered the
kingdom to a rather short leash, one that keeps the kingdom and its joy within a radius that will
never exceed the four walls of the Church. But that is not the natural movement of Trinitarian
life. Such life is regulated by the rhythms of systole and diastole, as Clapsis notes. We are
breathed in by the Church so that we might be breathed out into the world, to experience the
emerging joy of the kingdom in every corner of the cosmos.

See David Clark, “’Total pain', disciplinary power and the body in the work of Cicely
Saunders, 1958–1967.” Social Science & Medicine 49 (1999): 727–736.
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The project data we have analyzed confirms the obvious. In chapter 5, we observed that
participants overwhelmingly believe that active ministry to the poor is an important part of our
calling as Orthodox Christians, with 96% responding that such ministry is either important or
very important.36 At rates just as strong, they believe that Orthodox clergy should be preaching
and teaching on topics related to wealth and poverty, and encouraging the faithful to take an
active role in the community on issues related to poverty, homelessness, and hunger. The
results should be music to the ears of our missiologists: 95% of respondents either agree or
strongly agree that doing so is “very important to the identity of Orthodox Christians.” But the
data also points to some needed work. We made a distinction between types of ministry that
require direct personal contact with the poor and suffering (“first-personal” ministries such as
visiting inmates in a prison setting) and those that do not (“third-personal” ministries such as
donating to a fundraiser or parish food drive). The forms of ministry most frequently chosen by
participants were third-personal ones, and among the survey options that correspond to the
first-personal ministries mentioned by Christ in Matthew 25, most of those ministries ranked
fairly low in terms of frequency. This is a concern since it is conceivable that physical pain or
deprivation might be adequately addressed through third-personal ministries (donations of
money or supplies will ultimately be delivered to those in need, for example), However, total
pain is our target, and it is difficult to see how social, emotional, and spiritual comfort can be
provided outside of direct personal contact with those in need. And respondents appear to
recognize the shortfall, reporting in large numbers that Orthodox parishes are not in fact
successful at ministering to the poor and suffering.

Statement: Orthodox parishes are not successfully ministering to those
Christ calls “the least of these my brethren” in the Parable of the
Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46)
Strongly
Disagree
2
(1%)

Disagree
7
(5%)

Neither Agree
nor Disagree
42
(29%)

Agree
58
(40%)

Strongly
Agree
35
(24%)

Survey Question 6 (Appendix 3)

In fact, as we noted in chapter 5, only 12% would strongly agree that one’s local town or city is a
better place because of the work done by one’s parish to help those in need. Only 33% were
willing to agree, and the remaining 58% either strongly disagreed, disagreed, or had no opinion.
The data suggests that participants believe in Fr Schmemann’s vision of the servant parish, but
that they do not yet see their own parish moving concretely in the direction of the vision.
36
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Again, the opportunities to serve are not hard to find, participants say. And for certain there
are Orthodox jurisdictions and organizations that attempt to inspire ideas and promote
connections.37 The problem it seems is execution.

3D. Correct
The servant parish corrects. Mitigation is not the only goal of the servant parish.
Suffering is an effect—a symptom of deeper causes. The servant parish will also emphasize
correcting the causes of injustice, not just easing the pain of those who suffer. The servant
parish’s call is Abraham’s call. Abraham was chosen by God so that he “may charge his
children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing righteousness and
justice” (Gen 18:19). The “way of the LORD” is expressed through his good, holy, and just law.
When righteousness is kept, when we learn and abide by the wisdom of God, then we starve
injustice of the fuel it requires—selfishness and apathy.
Returning to the lessons of Basil’s Basileias, for example, we learn that Basil did not aim
solely at bringing relief to the suffering. He also addressed the systemic causes that gave rise to
the human misery around him. His new city was not just an attempt to comfort the suffering. It
was also an attempt to correct the conditions that produce suffering.
Should the servant parish aim, as Basil did, to create a new city dedicated to providing
mercy and relief to suffering? Yes, it should. In a remarkable analysis, Timothy Patitsas argues
strongly for viewing the Basileias as a model for contemporary efforts.38 He takes the known
facts about the Basileias and suggests that Basil’s new city is a model of development that
contemporary economics can learn from. In fact, Basil’s insights have been independently
underscored by a small set of theorists, including the pioneers of microlending, as effective
strategies for fighting poverty. Given its structure, for instance, the Basileias prevent “capital
hoarding” by the rich and “labor hoarding” by the poor. There is also, he claims, “no wasting
of capital on abstract objects.”39 Instead, Basil requires “rather a steady gambling of the present
by all parties on a brighter future.”40 Also, the small scale of the early Basileias “meant that

See for example the OCA’S extensive Parish Ministry Resources collection at
https://oca.org/parish-ministry. One can also find opportunities to serve and donate through the
websites associated with International Orthodox Christian Charities, FOCUS North America, and
Project Mexico St Innocent’s Orphanage.
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people were helping other people they could see and get to know. Some spirit of mutuality
could more easily arise under those conditions.”41
Contemporary parishes are in a position to recreate much of this intimacy, and also a
shared vision of this same “steady gambling of the present by all parties on the future.”
Moreover, parishes can further enfranchise the poor, inviting the poor to be donors and not just
recipients. This is a point Basil himself emphasizes: “Are you poor? You know someone who is
even poorer. You have provisions for only 10 days, but someone else has only enough for one
day. ... Do not shrink from giving the little that you have; do not prefer you own benefit to
remedying the common distress.”42 The basic insight leveraged by Basil, Patitsas notes, is that
“love repays love given, and it repays it with interest. This is the lesson that Basil’s project offers
... to the contemporary fight against poverty.”43 The servant parish is an heir of the
Cappadocian legacy. The servant parish is one that leads, not with ideology, but with love. As
we saw in chapter 3, this is what allows Christianity to become a “new departure” in the fourth
century, according to Peter Brown. And this is what allows Christianity to be this new
departure continuously. “Christian social activists, meanwhile, have an additional offering to
make [to general efforts on behalf of the poor]—the vision of a community where life begets life,
and love begets love.”44
In our review of recent Orthodox missiology, we concentrated on the central theme of
connecting the eucharistic Liturgy to the coequal liturgy after the Liturgy on the “secret altar of
our hearts” through compassionate ministry to the suffering brother and sister. Largely the
writers we surveyed were concerned with theology, not so much with practical details and
programs for implementation. And this is not a concern. In fact, ministry to the poor and
suffering should always be a natural and easy option to pursue. The Orthodox faithful ought
never to need to consult a theologian on how to feed the hungry or how to visit the sick. But
correcting the causes of injustice is considerably more complicated than providing comfort to
those who suffer. And as it stands, there is not much of an Orthodox literature to guide a parish
41
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Basil, Homily 8, 83. On this same theme in Basil, see Denise Kimber Buer, “’Be not one who
stretches out hands to receive but shuts them when it comes to giving’: Envisioning Christian
Charity when Both Donors and Recipients are Poor,” in Susan Holman, Wealth and Poverty in Early
Church and Society, 37-57. “Exhortations to give alms, at least in some contexts, do not preclude the
agency of the poor. In a context of widespread poverty, almsgiving has the potential to function as a
system for providing mutual support. I am not seeking to romanticize poverty or to imply that all
poor Christians were almsgivers or charitable donors; rather, I am offering a fresh way to address
the invisibility of the poor in scholarship and ancient texts. Moreover, I have been challenging the
binary rhetoric of donor/recipient and rich/poor by interpreting them in light of a material social
context in which most early Christians lived economically marginal lives,” 47.
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that desires to change the systems that give rise to poverty and injustice—no blueprints for
building a modern version of the Basileias.
What the servant parish can do, however, is partner with non-Orthodox Church
communities that are already engaged in the effort to correct. At the end of chapter 4, I
included a modest proposal to begin a dialogue with those in the Evangelical missional church
movement who are already thinking carefully about how to address the poverty and injustice
around them. In a gesture of brotherly affection and in a spirit of humility, Orthodox Christian
leaders should reach out, expressing a desire to hear their stories and to learn what might be
useful for a similar Orthodox project of wedding mission to social action. The servant parish
should always be open to working with Christian allies who also desire to labor for the
kingdom which is “already, but not yet.” The servant parish should maintain a posture of
learning, and be unafraid to try out new approaches and new solutions to the systemic
problems that give rise to poverty, suffering, and all the phases of total pain that contribute to
human misery. And if along the way we discover a new form of intercommunion with our
non-Orthodox siblings—union with one another through communion with Christ in the liturgy
after the Liturgy—then glory to God.
In the data, a concern for correcting the causes of injustice is addressed in chapter 5,
section 4B. There, we reported responses related to experiences of advocacy, both inside and
outside church-related venues. Advocacy is concerned not only with securing relief for those
who suffer, but also with bringing greater attention to the deeper reasons and causes that give
rise to suffering. As we noted, participants reported advocacy work at a rate of 83%. But on all
issues, participants were more likely to engage in advocacy in secular spheres than in churchrelated spheres, by an average of 11%. Moreover, when the focus turned to issues connected to
ministries mentioned by Christ in Matthew 25, it is noteworthy that no single issue attracted a
majority of positive responses. For example, hunger and poverty issues were supported at the
highest rate, but the rate using ecclesial/church-related platforms barely reached one-third of
participants. Servant parishes should of course value advocacy work by its members whether
that work takes place through the Church or in secular settings, but by partnering with other,
non-Orthodox Christians already pursuing important forms of social change, Orthodox
Christians will be better positioned to learn from others and to contribute profitably to the
wider conversation about social change and our Christian commitments. ‘Synergy’ is an
overused word, but for certain this combination of efforts among all Christians seeking justice
could create a whole that surpasses in value the sum of its parts. At a minimum, Christian
communities who desire to strengthen their ministries to the poor and suffering will not be
required to reinvent the wheel. Cooperation with missional churches in the Protestant tradition
will yield a rich treasury of useful experiences and resources, and will do so much more quickly
than if Orthodox parishes decide to go it alone.

3E. Chrismate
The servant parish chrismates. Ministry to the poor and suffering is inseparable from
the evangelistic mission of the Church. As we noted in the exegesis of Matthew 25:31–46 in
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chapter 2, the parable of the Last Judgment cannot be understood apart from the Great
Commission. Matthew 25 and Matthew 28 are linked textually so that each points to the other.
They are the twin engines that power the Church through space and time. And this is so
because Christ identifies himself, not just with “the least of these my brethren,” but also with
his Apostles and those who take up the apostolic mandate to baptize the nations. “Lo, I am
with you always, to the close of the age.”45 The Acts of the Apostles is a book-long testimony of
the way the Church both preaches good news and becomes good news to those who suffer. Like
Christ, the Church must also “preach good news to the poor.” We must “proclaim release to
the captives and recovering of sight to the blind.” We must “proclaim the acceptable year of the
Lord.”46 Evangelism and mercy mutually enflame one another in the servant parish.
A lesson we learned from the Cappadocian fathers in chapter 3 is that compassion is the
mechanism that gives rise to theosis. Ministry to the poor and suffering is not just an admirable
but otherwise voluntary hobby for those who have been baptized into Christ. Rather, such
ministry is the way we live out our baptism on a day to day basis. At baptism, we are united to
Christ in a death like his sacramentally. In worship (especially Holy Week), we are united to
Christ in a death like his liturgically. At our biological death, we are united to Christ in a death
like his quite literally. But in between, the dying that unites us to Christ is the daily death of
self-will and self-regard through active love in support of those who are “the least of these my
brethren.”
Compassion is what perfects the Christian. It endows the baptized one with greater
sanctity precisely because compassion allows each Christian to be “another Christ” to others.
Ministry to the poor and suffering is critical to our ongoing formation as disciples of the Lord.
And so the servant parish must also be serious about its proclamation of the Gospel, the
evangelization of the unchurched, and the incarnation of the Gospel in new eucharistic
assemblies. Without the baptism and chrismation of new Christians, the raw material in the
system is missing, so to speak. The Church’s job is to birth Christ in each person. This holy
process begins with conversion, but is fulfilled in our struggle to love God and neighbor even as
Christ has loved the whole world, even to death on a cross. When we say that the servant
parish must chrismate, we have this wider project in mind of birthing Christ in each person.
Moreover, as we noted in Rousseau’s discussion of the Basileias in chapter 3,47 “all such
references suggest that the ‘new city’ was seen as a centre of religious formation almost as much
as a refuge for those in distress.”48 Basil himself understood active ministry to the poor as a
means of participating in “Christ’s polity.” Lessons learned in such a school of compassion, so
to speak, are lessons that can be learned in no other classroom. The pursuit of justice, on behalf
of the poor and suffering, provides essential formation for the disciple who desires to become
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more and more like the Savior she serves. The servant parish must be open to inviting new
members, and skilled at providing formation for the faithful through its preaching, teaching,
and humanitarian ministries.
In chapter 4 we were largely concerned with elevating the importance of the Church’s
“second liturgy,” and in our review there of recent Orthodox missiology we learned that
disregarding the liturgy after the Liturgy imperils the Church’s purpose and identity. But it is
important to guard against deemphasizing our participation in the “first Liturgy”—the
eucharistic celebration. In strengthening its ministries to the poor and suffering, the servant
parish must always remember that Trinitarian life is defined by the basic rhythm of departure
and return, of diastole and systole as Clapsis notes. Yes, we celebrate the capital-L Liturgy so that
we might be enflamed by Christ’s love to carry on the sacrifice of love among those in the world
with whom Christ also identifies, but we celebrate this second liturgy in the world so that we
might return to the eucharistic table with hearts that long even more deeply for the
eschatological joy which Christ offers in the bread and wine. The movement is always cyclical.
The Church breathes us in (to encounter Christ), so that it might breathe us out (to encounter
Christ), so that it might breathe us in again, and so on. For this reason, the servant parish must
always be vigilant in preparing Christians, both old and new, for participation in the eucharistic
Liturgy. It must be serious about baptizing and chrismating new members who can then
“receive the king of all” at both liturgies of the Church.49
We noted above that the early Church viewed ministry to the poor and suffering as an
essential part of Christian formation. The third-century text Apostolic Tradition, for example,
sets forth the requirement that those who are chosen for baptism “should be examined ...
whether they honored the widows, whether they visited the sick, whether they were thorough
in performing good works.”50 From our project survey, however, we learned that catechesis was
a fairly weak influence on participant’s attitudes about outreach to “the least.” Only 27% of
adult converts reported that the catechesis they received was either important of very important
in shaping their attitudes to social action, and 46% judged the influence of their catechesis as
either not important or slightly important. Of the 33 possible influences offered as options in
the survey, catechesis was next to last. Only “sense of guilt” was judged less influential. Also
near the bottom of the list were Orthodox resources on the internet (rank of 27), books and
articles by Orthodox authors (rank of 28), and adult education classes at one’s parish (rank of
30). To restore the missionary character of the parish—to create servant parishes that minister
in love to the stranger and the rejected—Orthodox catechists and teachers must do more than
emphasize acquiring the “mind of the fathers.” They must help the faithful acquire the heart of
the fathers, the hands of the fathers, and the feet of the fathers. The servant parish must
emphasize the commandment to seek justice at all levels of formation, starting with catechesis.
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4. The temptation of Judas
In earlier chapters, we harvested a large number of lessons from biblical, patristic,
missiological, and empirical sources that can help to strengthen our ministries to the poor and
suffering. At the outset we described this project as a contribution to the literature of
encouragement. In this chapter, the many lessons learned along the way were brought together
for this very reason, to help Orthodox parishes translate the richness of reflection on justice into
practical strategies for creating what we have called “servant parishes.” Inspired by the work of
Fr Alexander Schmemann, this project urges the Orthodox Church to complete the program
first articulated by him in 1965 for defeating the creeping effects of secularism that threaten to
make the Orthodox vision of life an impossibility.51 His own tireless work, and the work of
many also inspired by him, have helped the Church in North America to achieve a large
number of the renewals identified by Fr Schmemann for saying ‘yes’ to the kingdom. In our
opening analysis, we argued that one important form of renewal has been neglected. Although
exciting progress has been made in the areas of liturgical experience, Christian education,
priestly formation, and evangelistic outreach, significant work is still needed to help parishes
recover what Fr Schmemann called their missionary character. “And by this I mean primarily a
shift from the selfish self-centeredness of the modern parish to the concept of the parish as
servant.”52 The parish must learn once again to serve God, and both the clergy and the faithful
must kill the prevalent attitude that “each parish must first take care of itself”:

If a man says "I won't help the poor because I must first take care of myself" we call it
selfishness and term it a sin. If a parish says it and acts accordingly we consider it
Christian—but as long as this "double standard" is accepted as a self-evident norm, as long
as all this is praised and glorified as good and Christian at innumerable parish banquets and
"affairs", the parish betrays rather than serves God.53

Restoring the full experience of God in the Church will remain an unreachable goal until the
land is populated with servant parishes.
This project is offered as a start. It is hoped that the insights presented from the biblical,
patristic, and missiological records will serve as inspirations on their own. But this last chapter
develops a new model for organizing parish life so that parishes might move more strongly in
the direction of offering Trinitarian life through the two coequal liturgies of the Church: our
eucharistic worship, and our “second liturgy” of ministering to those in need. The core of a
needed moral theology is developed here—the idea that kenotic love is not the fruit of theosis,
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but is rather the very mechanism by which theosis and union with Christ is achieved. This idea
should be freely and frequently deployed in the teaching and preaching ministries of the
Church, so that the faithful might better understand the sacramental significance of love that is
active in the world. And the “Five Cs” of the servant parish recently presented are principles
by which the parish can strengthen its commitment to and involvement with efforts that seek
justice for the suffering neighbor. How a given parish might satisfy the Five Cs depends largely
on the details of local life—for example, the parish’s socioeconomic setting, its access to possible
non-profit partners, the gifts and backgrounds of its clergy and laity, and the forms of suffering
that are particularly urgent there. But the five principles are attested criteria for deeper union
with Christ through compassionate ministries to the stranger and the rejected.
Are there pitfalls that might derail the aspiring servant parish? There are many, from
inadequate clergy leadership to self-centered parish cultures. But it is crucial to remember that
Fr Schmemann urges us, not only to say ‘yes’ to the kingdom, but at the same time to say ‘no’ to
secularism and ‘no’ to religion as help. By “religion as help” Schmemann means religion as
mere help, as one of many available tools which might assist the human being as she addresses
her problems and searches for personal happiness and satisfaction. Such religion is faith that
has been broken off from the kingdom and scraped free of eschatological joy. Schmemann
himself often expressed suspicion about any form of religious life that could easily be viewed as
“activist,” worrying that there was little solid ground to occupy between the “spiritualists” who
cannot see the world and the “activists” who can only see the world.54 Schmemann urges us to
remember that Christ offers himself for the life of the world, not for the better life of the world.55
Schmemann is right, albeit a little overcautious. The surest way for the servant parish to
become an activist parish in the way that concerns him is to isolate the renewal of “parish as
servant” from all the other forms of renewal that are directed toward saying ‘yes’ to the
kingdom and restoring an experience of God in everyday parish life. This must not be done, of
course. The focus of the servant parish must always be a dual focus: on both of the liturgies
through which Christ is revealed to the world. If social action is emphasized apart from our
experience of the risen Lord in the worshiping community, then servant parishes will collapse
into something worse than mere activist parishes. They will become ideological parishes—
parishes that find ultimate value, not in the kingdom inaugurated by the Incarnation of the Son
of God, but in political or economic systems that cannot be separated from the passing historical
situations that give birth to them.
The “temptation of Judas” needs to be on our radar, no less than the material needs of
those around us.56 Judas allowed ideology to corrupt his commitment to Christ, forcing Christ
to conform to his particular political values, rather than the opposite. The search for justice can
See for example Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World, (Crestwood, NY: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1963), 12–14.
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easily be corrupted by ideology, jeopardizing the goodness of the servant parish project. In fact,
there are many non-Orthodox traditions that have associated themselves with progressive
political movements but which have, in the process, lost their voice as Church. This makes the
typical progressive parish no less paternal and imperialistic than the Christian missionaries who
sought to turn native North Americans into inapt copies of their European “saviors.” As
Papathanasiou wrote, “every attempt at an incarnation without kenosis results in new forms of
colonialism.”57
Fr Michael Oleksa provides a powerful sketch of the call to vigilance issued to the
Church by the Holy Spirit as it lives in the fallen world. Reality is always mixed. The good and
the bad grow together like the wheat and tares in Christ’s parable. And so

every movement for justice, freedom, integrity and truth inevitably and unavoidably needs
to be exorcised of its demonic elements, those that are antithetical to the gifts of the Holy
Spirit. The human search for peace, justice, freedom and equality, while derived from and
inspired by the Spirit, needs also to be understood realistically, the limits of each clearly
delineated. These are the theological tasks that the church must accomplish in every age.58

And the Church will succeed in this task when it remembers to truly be the Church. If the
Church is not authentically the Church (grounded on an experience of the risen Christ) then
those outside the Church will have no reason to listen, no reason to welcome the Church’s voice
to the conversation about justice.

If the church does not take seriously its divinely commissioned task to proclaim the good
news and celebrate the Lord's death and resurrection until he comes, but sees increasingly its
primary mission in affirming and participating in the struggle for social justice, economic
equality and political freedom in the world, no one will take seriously its pronouncements
on even the latter issues. Only those who are interested in the church as Word and
Sacrament will care about what it has to say about politics, economics or social reform. 59

If the Church chooses to neglect holy tradition in favor of associations that are this-worldly and
irresponsibly innovative, then there is no longer any reason to listen to the Church since it no
longer speaks as Church, but speaks merely as a religious version of an otherwise secular and
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temporal movement. This same vigilance must guide the servant parish as it seeks to say ‘yes’
to the kingdom by offering the life of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to the world through the
coequal liturgies of doxologia and diakonia.
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Appendix 1
Servant Parish Project Survey

Project Title. The Servant Parish Project: Strengthening Our Ministry to the Poor and Suffering.
New Model of Ministry. The Five C’s: Communicate, Connect, Comfort, Correct, Chrismate.

Focus of the survey questions To explore and quantify the following among Orthodox
Christians: (1) basic attitudes toward social action, (2) sources of personal beliefs about social
action, and (3) actual and potential sources of motivation for increasing personal involvement in
social action. Also, the survey will provide an opportunity to harvest more ministry ideas and
additional local stories of ministry successes and failures.
_______________________________________________________________________

(REQUIRED of all)
+ Which best describes your role in the Orthodox Church?
- Bishop, Priest, or Deacon
- Lay member (including Subdeacons and Readers)
- I am not an Orthodox Christian
+ Age:
+ Gender:
+ Which of the following best describes you as a member of the Orthodox Church?
- I was born into an Orthodox Christian family, and baptized as a child.
- I was received into the Orthodox Church from another Christian tradition.
- I was received into the Orthodox Church as an adult or teenager, but was never part of
another Christian tradition.
- I am presently a Catechumen, preparing to be received into the Orthodox Church.
- I am presently considering whether I would like to become a Catechumen
+ Which of the following best describes how often you attend worship at an Orthodox Church?
- Mostly weekly
- Mostly monthly
- Only a few times a year
- Almost never
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(The following questions are OPTIONAL)
+ Your name:
+ Your Orthodox jurisdiction:
+ Parish name and location:
+ Your email address, or other contact information:
________________________________________________________________________

1. In the last twelve (12) months, which of the following have you supported, participated
in, or volunteered for, either inside or outside your parish? Click all that apply.
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)
i)
j)
k)
l)
m)
n)
o)
p)
q)
r)
s)
t)
u)
v)
w)
x)
y)
z)
aa)
bb)

Food drives to support local food pantries
Clothing drives
Soup kitchens or other means of providing meals to others in need
Homeless shelters
Safe houses for women and children
Hospital or hospice visitation
Prison visitation or other inmate ministry
Immigrant or refugee support
Nursing home or “homebound” visitation
Fundraising or donating to benefit a charity or non-profit
Home-building/construction (for example, through Project Mexico or Habitat for
Humanity)
Neighborhood beautification
Foster parenting
Disaster relief (financial support)
Disaster relief (collecting and assembling needed supplies)
Disaster relief (onsite assistance, for example as a first-responder)
Missionary support (for example, through the OCMC)
Providing my professional services free of charge to low income clients
Literacy training for adults
Military family support
Providing job-skill training to other adults (for example: computer skills, business
skills, construction-related skills)
Teaching English to non-English speakers
Community health-screening events
Community wellness education
Community garden programs
Mentoring local youth
Relationship-building in the community
Transportation for elderly or others in need
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cc)
dd)
ee)
ff)

Homework support & tutoring for school children
Gang violence prevention/intervention
Microfinancing
Sewing or quilting ministries (for example, to assist parish elderly, or to support a
local hospital)
gg) Translation services for those who do not speak English

2. In the last twelve (12) months, have you voiced public support for any issue of personal
importance to you, in either the “secular/public” sphere, or more specifically within
“ecclesial/church” circles?
Examples of public support in the “secular/public” sphere include (1) directly
communicating with government officials, (2) attending rallies or marches, (3) composing
editorials or articles for general circulation, or (4) giving a speech or presentation to a
general audience.
Examples of public support within “ecclesial/church” circles include (1) publishing
editorials, articles, or blog posts in any forum (online or otherwise) with a dedicated
focus on faith and religion; (2) giving speeches or presentations in a church setting; or (3)
leading or teaching in a class in the parish. (Sermons given by clergy fall into this
category.)
Check all columns and rows that apply. And if you feel that an example of your
participation falls simultaneously into both the “secular” and the “ecclesial” categories,
then please check both.
Secular/Public
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)
i)
j)
k)
l)
m)
n)

Hunger and poverty issues
Housing issues
Healthcare and health insurance issues
Race relation issues
Environmental issues
Domestic violence issues
Labor issues
Veterans issues
Immigrant or refugee support
War and peace issues
Human trafficking issues
Addiction and recovery issues
Pregnancy crisis issues
Mental health issues
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Ecclesial/Church

o)

Other: ___________________

3. How important is it for an Orthodox Christian to be actively involved in serving the poor
and suffering?
Very Important
Important
Moderately Important
Slightly Important
Not Important

4. How important is it for Orthodox clergy to preach and teach on topics related to wealth
and poverty?
Very Important
Important
Moderately Important
Slightly Important
Not Important

5. How important are the following to your beliefs about ministry to the poor and suffering:
Not Important
Slightly Important
Moderately Important
Important
Very Important
[Each of the following will have the above Likert scale responses.]
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)

The Prophets of the Old Testaments
Christ’s Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matt 25:31-46)
Christ’s encounter with the rich young man (Matthew 19:16–30, Mark 10:17–31, Luke
18:18–30)
Other Scripture: ____________
Examples from the lives of the saints
Teachings of Saint John Chrysostom
Teachings of Saint Basil the Great
Teachings of other Church Fathers or Mothers: ________
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i)
j)
k)
l)
m)
n)
o)
p)
q)
r)
s)
t)
u)
v)
w)
x)
y)
z)
aa)
bb)
cc)
dd)

Your participation in the Divine Liturgy
Orthodox iconography
Learning about the work of Orthodox humanitarian organizations (Such as FOCUS
North America, or the IOCC)
Learning about the work of missionaries through the OCMC
Learning about the work of monasteries who assist the poor
Learning about the work of other Orthodox parishes who assist the poor
The Roman Catholic Social Justice tradition
Sermons by parish clergy
(For adult converts.) The catechism I received.
Books and articles by Orthodox writers on justice
Video or podcast lectures by Orthodox Christians on the internet
Adult study classes at my parish
Encouragement from fellow members of my parish
My parents and extended family
College courses or professors
Events or figures from the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s
Personal relationships I have with the poor and suffering
Personal conscience
Social media platforms such as FaceBook or Instagram
Sense of guilt
General sense of gratitude and a desire to give back
Other: _________________________

6. Do you agree with the following statements?
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree Nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
[Each of the following will have the above Likert scale responses.]
a) Orthodox clergy should encourage the faithful to take an active role in the community
on issues related to poverty, homelessness, and hunger.
b) Understanding and meeting the needs of the poor and suffering are very important to
the identity of Orthodox Christians.
c) Orthodox bishops do not need to make outreach to the poor and suffering a priority for
the parishes in his diocese.
d) An Orthodox parish must first achieve financial stability before it should establish
ministries to the poor and needy.
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e) Orthodox Christians have an obligation to live simply and to give away any income that
remains after paying for basic needs.
f) Orthodox parishes are not successfully ministering to those Christ calls “the least of
these my brethren” in the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46).
g) When asked to provide assistance, I am more likely to help someone I know, and less
likely to help someone who is a stranger to me.
h) It is easy for me to find opportunities in my community to serve the poor and needy.
i) The Orthodox Christian tradition does not provide clear teachings on topics related to
justice, war, and poverty.
j) My local town or city is a better place because of the work done by my parish to help
those in need.
k) Regardless of overall financial health, Orthodox parishes should give away at least 10%
of their annual income to charity each year.
l) Each Orthodox parish should strive to build up a substantial endowment (that is,
invested savings) for the purpose of paying bills relating to maintenance, repair, and
capital improvements.

7. Would the following lead you to increase your financial giving and volunteer service in
support of ministries that assist those whom Christ calls “the least of these my brethren”
in the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46)?
Very Unlikely
Not Likely
Neutral
Likely
Very Likely
[Each of the following will have the above Likert scale responses.]
a) More frequent sermons by parish clergy on wealth, poverty, and injustice.
b) Pastoral letters (encyclicals) and direct appeals from my jurisdiction’s Holy Synod of
Bishops on wealth, poverty, and injustice.
c) Invitations from friends to join them as volunteers.
d) Clear, compelling online podcasts or lectures on pressing social issues from an Orthodox
perspective.
e) Learning more about how poverty, addiction, and violence affects families and children
in my community.
f) Meeting people at my parish who struggle with poverty, addiction, and violence.
g) Presentations at Church by representatives from local non-profit organizations that
clearly explain how my volunteer service can help those in need.
h) A parish retreat, led by an invited speaker, on the topic of “justice and the local
Orthodox parish” from an Orthodox perspective.
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i)
j)

The news that your parish is in extreme financial distress and faces the possibility of
closing in the next few years.
New publications or journals from an Orthodox perspective dedicated to the history,
theology, and practice of ministry to the poor and suffering.

8. Do you have an experience of serving others that you would like to share? The experience
can be either positive or negative. Is there a form of ministry or compassionate outreach
at your parish that excites you? In the space below, please provide a brief description.

9. Thank you for taking the time to respond to this survey. If you grant permission to the
researcher to contact you for a brief follow-up interview, please check the box below and
provide your preferred contact information.
+ Yes
+ Your preferred contact information:
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Appendix 2
Boundaries for Calculating Regional Distribution of Survey Participants
<https://media.nationalgeographic.org/assets/file/us-regions-map.pdf>, August 1, 2019
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Appendix 3
Attitudes about Ministry to the Poor and Suffering

1. How important is it for an Orthodox Christian to be actively involved in
serving the poor and suffering?
Not
Important
0
(0%)

Slightly
Important
0
(0%)

Moderately
Important
6
(4%)

Important
26
(18%)

Very
Important
113
(78%)

2. How important is it for Orthodox clergy to preach and teach on topics
related to wealth and poverty?
Not
Important
4
(3%)

Slightly
Important
5
(3%)

Moderately
Important
17
(12%)

Important
31
(21%)

Very
Important
88
(61%)

3. Orthodox clergy should encourage the faithful to take an active role in
the community on issues related to poverty, homelessness, and hunger.
Strongly
Disagree
0
(0%)

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

2
(1%)

10
(7%)

35
(24%)

Strongly
Agree
98
(68%)

4. Understanding and meeting the needs of the poor and suffering are
very important to the identity of Orthodox Christians.
Strongly
Disagree
0
(0%)

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

1
(1%)

5
(3%)

35
(24%)
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Strongly
Agree
103
(71%)

5. Orthodox bishops do not need to make outreach to the poor and
suffering a priority for the parishes in his diocese.
Strongly
Disagree
80
(55%)

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

47
(32%)

10
(7%)

3
(2%)

Strongly
Agree
5
(3%)

6. Orthodox parishes are not successfully ministering to those Christ calls
“the least of these my brethren” in the Parable of the Sheep and the
Goats (Matthew 25:31-46).
Strongly
Disagree
2
(1%)

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

7
(5%)

42
(29%)

58
(40%)

Strongly
Agree
35
(24%)

7. It is easy for me to find opportunities in my community to serve the
poor and needy.
Strongly
Disagree
1
(1%)

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

12
(8%)

25
(17%)

61
(42%)

Strongly
Agree
46
(32%)

8. The Orthodox Christian tradition does not provide clear teachings on
topics related to justice, war, and poverty.
Strongly
Disagree
55
(38%)

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

48
(33%)

21
(14%)

14
(10%)
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Strongly
Agree
3
(2%)

9. My local town or city is a better place because of the work done by my
parish to help those in need.
Strongly
Disagree
12
(8%)

Disagree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree

29
(20%)

43
(30%)

48
(33%)
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Strongly
Agree
12
(8%)

Appendix 4
Sources of Beliefs about Ministry to the Poor and Suffering (Unsorted)

How important are the following to your beliefs
about ministry to the poor and suffering?

Not
Important

Slightly
Important

Moderately
Important

Important

Very
Important

The Prophets of the Old
Testaments

9
6%

14
10%

27
19%

43
30%

52
36%

Christ’s Parable of the Sheep
and the Goats (Matt 25:31–
46)

6
4%

4
3%

11
8%

27
19%

96
66%

Christ’s encounter with the
rich young man (Matthew
19:16–30, Mark 10:17–31,
Luke 18:18–30)

2
1%

9
6%

22
15%

30
21%

82
57%

Other Scripture

5
3%

2
1%

24
17%

42
29%

58
40%

Examples from the lives of
the saints

0
0%

5
3%

15
10%

54
37%

71
49%

Teachings of Saint John
Chrysostom

11
8%

7
5%

18
12%

45
31%

58
40%

Teachings of Saint Basil the
Great

14
10%

11
8%

20
14%

43
30%

49
34%

Teachings of other Church
Fathers or Mothers

16
11%

10
7%

25
17%

47
32%

35
24%

Teachings/Writings of a
recent or contemporary
Orthodox theologian.

18
12%

16
11%

20
14%

44
30%

27
19%

Your participation in the
Divine Liturgy

0
0%

2
1%

11
8%

24
17%

108
74%

Orthodox iconography

14
10%

26
18%

30
21%

42
29%

29
20%
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Learning about the work of
Orthodox humanitarian
organizations (Such as
FOCUS North America, or
the IOCC)

13
9%

19
13%

37
26%

40
28%

33
23%

Learning about the work of
missionaries through the
OCMC

19
13%

31
21%

32
22%

32
22%

28
19%

Learning about the work of
monasteries who assist the
poor

6
4%

21
14%

25
17%

48
33%

43
30%

Learning about the work of
other Orthodox parishes
who assist the poor

5
3%

17
12%

27
19%

41
28%

53
37%

The Roman Catholic Social
Justice tradition

33
23%

22
15%

23
16%

32
22%

30
21%

Sermons by parish clergy

13
9%

12
8%

29
20%

44
30%

45
31%

(For adult converts, n=100)
The catechism I received.

27
27%

19
19%

27
27%

16
16%

11
11%

Books and articles by
Orthodox writers on justice

28
19%

29
20%

31
21%

31
21%

21
14%

Video or podcast lectures by
Orthodox Christians on the
internet

33
23%

34
23%

29
20%

22
15%

22
15%

Adult study classes at my
parish

45
31%

31
21%

23
16%

19
13%

17
12%

Encouragement from fellow
members of my parish

19
13%

19
13%

34
23%

36
25%

31
21%

My parents and extended
family

30
21%

30
21%

22
15%

28
19%

30
21%

College courses or
professors

40
28%

28
19%

29
20%

22
15%

21
14%

Events or figures from the
Civil Rights movement of
the 1960s

19
13%

21
14%

29
20%

29
20%

46
32%
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Personal relationships I have
with the poor and suffering

4
3%

4
3%

14
10%

55
38%

66
46%

Personal conscience

0
0%

0
0%

3
2%

37
26%

104
72%

Social media platforms such
as Facebook or Instagram

39
27%

27
19%

38
26%

24
17%

16
11%

Sense of guilt

40
28%

42
29%

23
16%

27
19%

10
7%

General sense of gratitude
and a desire to give back

1
1%

4
3%

19
13%

62
43%

57
39%
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Appendix 5
Changing Behaviors

Very
Unlikely

Not
Likely

Neutral

Likely

Very
Likely

Would the following lead you to increase your financial giving and volunteer service in support of
ministries that assist those whom Christ calls “the least of these my brethren” in the Parable of the
Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31–46)?

Invitations from friends to join them as
volunteers.

2
1%

2
1%

11
8%

70
48%

60
41%

Meeting people at my parish who struggle
with poverty, addiction, and violence.

1
1%

2
1%

20
14%

68
47%

54
37%

Presentations at Church by representatives
from local non-profit organizations that
clearly explain how my volunteer service
can help those in need.

5
3%

8
6%

25
17%

62
43%

45
31%

Learning more about how poverty,
addiction, and violence affects families and
children in my community.

5
3%

9
6%

31
21%

60
41%

40
28%

A parish retreat, led by an invited speaker,
on the topic of “justice and the local
Orthodox parish” from an Orthodox
perspective.

12
8%

11
8%

33
23%

51
35%

38
26%

The news that your parish is in extreme
financial distress and faces the possibility
of closing in the next few years.

6
4%

18
12%

35
24%

44
30%

42
29%
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More frequent sermons by parish clergy on
wealth, poverty, and injustice.

9
6%

16
11%

35
24%

58
40%

27
19%

New publications or journals from an
Orthodox perspective dedicated to the
history, theology, and practice of ministry
to the poor and suffering.

8
6%

17
12%

40
28%

53
37%

25
17%

Pastoral letters (encyclicals) and direct
appeals from my jurisdiction’s Holy Synod
of Bishops on wealth, poverty, and
injustice.

15
10%

20
14%

32
22%

54
37%

23
16%

Clear, compelling online podcasts or
lectures on pressing social issues from an
Orthodox perspective.

15
10%

19
13%

40
28%

52
36%

19
13%

160

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Athanasius the Great. On the Incarnation. Crestwood, NY: Saint Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
1996.
___________. Life of Antony. <http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/2811.htm>, August 1, 2019.
Barna, George. Revolution. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2005.
___________. Churchless: Understanding Today’s Unchurched and How to Connect with Them. Carol
Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2014.
Basil the Great. Homily 6. “I Will Tear My Barns Down.” In C. Paul Schroeder, ed. and trans. St
Basil the Great: On Social Justice. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2009.
___________. Homily 7. “To the Rich.” In C. Paul Schroeder, ed. and trans. St Basil the Great: On
Social Justice. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2009.
___________. Homily 8. “In the Time of Famine and Drought.” In C. Paul Schroeder, ed. and
trans. St Basil the Great: On Social Justice. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2009.
___________. Psalm 14. “Against Those Who Lend at Interest.” In C. Paul Schroeder, ed. and
trans. St Basil the Great: On Social Justice. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2009.
Bosch, David. Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in the Theology of Mission. Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis, 1991.
Botterweck, G. Johannes, Helmer Ringgren, Heinz-Josef Fabry. Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, Volume 12. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Press, 2003.
Bria, Ion. Go Forth in Peace: Orthodox Perspectives on Missions. Geneva: World Council of
Churches, 1986.
___________. The Liturgy after the Liturgy: Mission and Witness from an Orthodox Perspective.
Geneva: World Council of Churches Publications, 1996.
___________. “The Liturgy after the Liturgy.” In Petros Vassiliadis, ed. Orthodox Perspectives on
Mission. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013.

161

Brown, Peter. Poverty and Leadership in the Later Roman Empire. Hanover, NH: University of
New England.
___________. Through the Eye of a Needle: Wealth, the Fall of Rome, and the Making of Christianity in
the West, 350–550 AD. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012.
Buer, Denise Kimber, “’Be not one who stretches out hands to receive but shuts them when it
comes to giving’: Envisioning Christian Charity when Both Donors and Recipients are
Poor.” In Susan Holman. Wealth and Poverty in Early Church and Society. Brookline, MA:
Holy Cross Press, 2008.
Campolo, Tony. Red Letter Christians: A Citizen’s Guide to Faith and Politics. Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Books, 2008.
Claiborne, Shane. The Irresistible Revolution: Living as an Ordinary Radical, 10th Anniversary
Edition. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010.
Claiborne, Shane and Tony Campolo. Red Letter Christians: What if Jesus Really Meant What He
Said? Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012.
Clapsis, Emmanuel. “The Eucharist as Missionary Event in a Suffering World.” In Petros
Vassiliadis, ed. Orthodox Perspectives on Mission. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013.
Clark, David. “’Total pain', disciplinary power and the body in the work of Cicely Saunders,
1958-1967.” Social Science & Medicine 49 (1999): 727–736.
Clement of Alexandria, ”Who is the rich man who shall be saved?”
<http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/clement-richman.html>, August 1, 2019.
Clément, Olivier. “Orthodox Reflections on ‘Liberation Theology.’” St Vladimir's Theological
Quarterly 29 (1985): 63–72.
Constantelos, Demetrios J. “St Basil the Great’s Social Thought and Involvement.” Greek
Orthodox Theological Review 26 (1981): 81–86.
___________. Byzantine Philanthropy and Social Welfare. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 1968.
Couretas, John. “Conflicted Hearts: Orthodox Christians and Social Justice in an Age of
Globalization.” Again (Spring 2008). <http://www.orthodoxytoday.org/articles8/
Couretas-Orthodox-Christianity-and-Globalization.php>, August 1, 2019.
Daley, Brian E. Gregory of Nazianzus. New York: Routledge, 2006.

162

___________. “Building a New City: The Cappadocian Fathers and the Rhetoric of
Philanthropy.” Journal of Early Christian Studies 7 (1999): 431–461.
Donahue, John R. “The ‘Parable’ of the Sheep and the Goats: A Challenge to Christian Ethics.”
Theological Studies 47 (1986): 3–31.
Evdokimov, Paul. “The Church and Society.” In Michael Plekon and Alexis Vinogradov, eds. &
trans. In the World, Of the Church: A Paul Evdokimov Reader. Crestwood NY: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2001.
Gasaway, Brantley. Progressive Evangelicals and the Pursuit of Social Justice. Chapel Hill, NC:
University of North Carolina Press, 2014.
Gregory of Nyssa. On Love of the Poor 1. “On Good Works.” In Susan Holman. The Hungry are
Dying. New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.
___________. On Love of the Poor 2. “On Saying ‘Whoever Has Done it to One of These Has
Done it to Me.” In Susan Holman. The Hungry are Dying. New York: Oxford University
Press, 2001.
Gregory of Nazianzus. Oration 14. “On Love of the Poor.” In Brian Daley. Gregory of Nazianzus.
London: Routledge, 2006.
Guder, Darrell L. Guder, Lois Barnett, Inagrace T. Dietterich, George R. Hunsberger, Alan J.
Roxburgh, and Craig Van Gelder. Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church
in North America. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998.
Hackel, Sergei. Pearl of Great Price: The Life of Mother Maria Skobtsova, 1891–1945. Crestwood,
NY: Saint Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1999.
Harakas, Stanley. Let Mercy Abound: Social Concern in the Greek Orthodox Church. Brookline, MA:
Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1985.
Harrington, Daniel. The Gospel of Matthew. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991.
Hatmaker, Brandon. Barefoot Church: Serving the Least in a Consumer Culture. Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2011.
Hayes, Stephen. “Orthodoxy and Liberation Theology.” Journal of Theology for Southern Africa
73 (Dec 1990): 12–23.

163

___________. “Orthodox Mission Methods: A Comparative Study.” Th.D. diss., University of
South Africa, 1998. <https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/
43176116.pdf>, August 1, 2019.
Heschel, Abraham. The Prophets. New York: Harper Collins, 1962.
Hippolytus of Rome. On the Apostolic Tradition. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2001.
Holman, Susan R. The Hungry Are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001.
Holman, Susan R., ed. Wealth and Poverty in Early Church and Society. Brookline, MA: Holy
Cross Press, 2008.
Hopko, Thomas. “Two Nos and One Yes.” St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 28 (1984): 45–48.
Iswolsky, Hélène. “Social Justice in Russian Orthodox Thought.” Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 7
no 1 (1970): 90–94.
Kalaitzidis, Panteleimon. “The Temptation of Judas: Church and National Identities.” Greek
Orthodox Theological Review 47 (2002): 357–379.
Khodr, Metropolitan Georges. “Christianity in a Pluralist World: The Economy of the Holy
Spirit.” In Petros Vassiliadis, ed. Orthodox Perspectives on Mission. Eugene, OR: Wipf &
Stock, 2013.
Krindatch, Alexei., “2010 US Orthodox Christian Census.”
<http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/research/2010-usorthodox-census.pdf>, August 1, 2019.
Kuhn, Thomas. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1962.
McGuckin, John A. “The Vine and the Elm Tree: the Patristic Interpretation of Jesus’ Teaching
on Wealth.” In W.J. Sheils and Diana Wood, eds., The Church and Wealth: Studies in Church
History, vol. 24. Oxford: Basil Backwell, 1987.
___________. The Orthodox Church: An Introduction to its History, Doctrine, and Spiritual Culture.
London: Blackwell, 2011.
Meier, John P. “Antioch.” In Paul Achtemeier, ed., Harper Bible Dictionary. San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1985.

164

Millar, Lubov. Grand Duchess Elizabeth of Russia: New Martyr of the Communist Yoke. Redding,
CA: Nikodemos Orthodox Publication Society, 1991
Namee, Michael. “Historical Census Data for Orthodoxy in America.”
<http://orthodoxhistory.org/2010/10/11/historical-census-data-for-orthodoxy-inamerica/>, August 1, 2019.
Nolland, John. The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek Text. Grand Rapids. MI:
Eerdmans, 2005.
Njoroge, Kosmas Ngige. “Incarnation as a Mode of Orthodox Mission: Intercultural Orthodox
Mission—Imposing Culture and Inculturation.” In Petros Vassiliadis, ed. Orthodox
Perspectives on Mission. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013.
Oleksa, Michael. “The Holy Spirit’s Action in Society: An Orthodox Perspective.” International
Review of Mission 79 (1990): 331-337.
___________. Orthodox Alaska: A Theology of Mission. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 1992.
Ott, Craig, ed. The Mission of the Church: Five Views in Conversation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2016.
Patitsas, Timothy. “Saint Basil’s Philanthropic Program and Modern Microlending Strategies for
Economic Self-Actualization.” In Susan Holman, ed. Wealth and Poverty in Early Church
and Society, 267–286.
Papathanasiou, Athanasios. Future, The Background of History. Montreal: Alexander Press, 2005.
Pereira, MJ, ed. Philanthropy and Social Compassion in Eastern Orthodox Tradition: The Sophia
Institute Studies in Orthodox Theology, Vol. 2. New York: Theotokos Press, 2010.
Plekon, Michael. “Towards a Theology of Social Ministry.” Handmaiden 13 (2009). Retrieved
from: <http://store.ancientfaith.com/towards-a-theology-of-social-ministry/>, August 1,
2019.
Rommen, Edward. Get Real: On Evangelism in the Late Modern World. Pasadena, CA: William
Carey, 2010.
___________. Come and See: An Eastern Orthodox Perspective on Contextualization. Pasadena, CA:
William Carey, 2013.

165

___________. “A Sacramental Vision Approach.” In Caig Ott, ed. The Mission of the Church: Five
Views in Conversation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic Press, 2016.
Rousseau, Philip. Basil of Caesarea. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1998.
Schmemann, Alexander. "Problems of Orthodoxy in America: III. The Spiritual Problem." St
Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 9 (1965): 171–193.
___________. For the Life of the World. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1963.
Schroder, C. Paul, trans. On Social Justice: St. Basil the Great. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2009.
Skobtsova, Maria. Mother Maria Skobtsova: Essential Writings. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002.
Slagle, Amy. The Eastern Church in the Spiritual Marketplace: American Conversions to Orthodox
Christianity. DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2011.
Smith, James E. How (Not) to Be Secular: Reading Charles Taylor. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans
Press, 2014.
Stamoolis, James. Eastern Orthodox Mission Theology Today. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock
Publishers, 1986.
Stetzer, Ed. Compelled by Love: The Most Excellent Way to Missional Living. Nashville: Life Way
Press, 2008.
___________. Subversive Kingdom: Living as Agents of Gospel Transformation. Nashville: B&H
Books, 2012.
___________. “An Evangelical Kingdom Community Approach.” In Caig Ott, ed. The Mission of
the Church: Five Views in Conversation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic Press, 2016.
Stetzer, Ed and Daniel Im. Planting Missional Churches. Nashville: B&H Books, 2016.
Stokoe, Mark and Leonid Kishkovsky. Orthodox Christians in North America (1794–1994).
Orthodox Christian Publications Center (OCPC), 1995.<https://oca.org/cdn/PDFs/
dept-archives/orthodox-christians-na.pdf>, August 1, 2019.
Talley, Thomas. The Origins of the Liturgical Year. New York: Pueblo, 1986.
Taylor, Charles. A Secular Age. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007.

166

Timiadis, Metropolitan Emilianos “Unity of Faith and Pluralism in Culture. A Lesson from the
Byzantine Missionaries.” International Review of Missions 74 (1985): 237–245.
van den Hoek, Annewies. “Widening the Eye of the Needle: Wealth and Poverty in the Works
of Clement of Alexandria.” In Susan Holman, ed. Wealth and Poverty in Early Church and
Society. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Press, 2008.
van Gelder, Craig. The Ministry of the Missional Church. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007.
van Gelder, Craig and Dwight Zscheile. The Missional Church in Perspective. Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Academic, 2011.
Vassiliadis, Petros. “Eucharistic and Therapeutic Spirituality.” The Greek Orthodox Theological
Review 42 (1997): 1–23.
___________. Eucharist and Witness: Orthodox Perspectives on the Unity and Mission of the Church.
Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Press, 1998.
___________. “Theological Foundations of Mission: An Orthodox Perspective.” In Petros
Vassiliadis, ed. Orthodox Perspectives on Mission. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013.
___________. “Towards a Eucharistic Understanding of Mission. Russia Facing Evangelicals.”
<https://www.academia.edu/1918452/Towards_a_Eucharistic_
Understanding_of_Mission._Russia_Facing_Evangelicals>, August 1, 2019.
Walsh, William and John Langan. “Patristic Social Consciousness—The Church and the Poor.”
In Haughey, John C., SJ, ed. Faith that Does Justice: Examining the Christian Sources for
Social Change. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2003.
Yannoulatas, Archbishop Anastasios. Mission in Christ’s Way: An Orthodox Understanding of
Mission. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross Press, 2010.

167

