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Orthodoxy: a Christian Hellenism or a
Hellenistic Christianity?



Orthodox Doctrine
of the Church

• “The Church is "feminine" because
we are recipients, rather than
initiators, of divine life through the gift
of the Holy Spirit. The Church is
"she who belongs to the Lord"
inasmuch as she has responded to
His call to loving relationship with
Himself. This response involved the
Church in actively sharing in the
mystery of passing on the divine life.“

• Byzantine Emperor, de facto, was
the head of the church.

Byzantine Church, Ravenna, Italy



Orthodox Episcopal Church
Governance

An Orthodox Bishop surrounded
by his Presbyters (priests)

Bishops may not marry but priests can (but only once)

Ecumencial
Patriarch
Bartholemew of
Constantinople

ArchBishop
Demetrius of
North
America



• Principle elements of a Byzantine
Church

– Narthex : Entry-way - Frequently
adorned with icons with an Old
Testament theme.

– Also the traditional place for a
Baptistery

– Nave: The place for gathering

– Ambo: The place of proclamation

– Holy table: The place of offering

Orthodox Church Architecture



Orthodox Churches Intentionally
Imitate Jewish Temples

Similarities
• Separation of the Holy of Holies
• Ark with jar of Manna, rod, tablets
• Cherubim
• Lampstand
• Altar of Incense
• Limited Access to the Holy Place

Differences

• The veil is no longer
impenetrable

• There is regular entrance into
the Holy of Holies

The basic
architecture derives
from

The Jewish
Temple /
Synagogue
The Greek
Basilica



Orthodox Church Interior

• Icons of saints and biblical scenes
cover the walls and ceiling of the
Orthodox Church, sometimes
entirely.

• Over the nave soars a large central
dome, from which an austere
image of the Pantocrator (Christ
seated on his throne of glory)
gazes down on the gathered
assembly.



Church Interiors

Iconostasis

• A screen covered with icons, called the
iconostasis, separates the sanctuary
(where the altar sits) from the nave
(where the congregation gathers).

• The images are large, bold, formal,
lacking any sentimentality. They
convey this: you stand in the presence
of the living God, together with the
saints and the righteous of every age.



Orthodox Prayer & Worship

“Prayer is therefore the act by
which man enters into his inner
self, calms his imagination,
and stills the disturbances of
his surroundings to encounter
a Divine Person in his own
unparalleled beauty, which is
the Face of God. Prayer is also
encountering Love, and
absorbing its majestic power
and delight.” uh?

• The visitor to an Orthodox
service is struck by the hymns
and prayers. Some are chanted
aloud for all to hear, others
recited almost inaudibly.
Westerners, accustomed to
brief, simple, direct prayers, are
often taken aback by the
elaborate, flowery, and highly
poetic language of the
Byzantine liturgy

• Prayers and hymns are largely
built on scriptural material. The
eucharistic prayer composed by
St. Basil the Great, for
example, contains at least 44
direct biblical citations in the
preface alone.

• It is not Orthodox tradition to
kneel at any time during the
Liturgy on Sundays.

Orant
Posture
still



Byzantine Chant Form of Worship Music

• This Greek manuscript dates from
around 500 AD and was found in the
Chartres Cathedral in France. It’s one of
Europe’s oldest known examples of
written musical notations.

• No musical instruments, ever.

• No hymn books. There are very few
variations from week to week in what is
sung. “While this may seem boring at
first, as time goes by you are likely to
find that knowing the entire service by
heart (which will happen) allows you to
focus more on worshipping God as you
spend less time trying to follow a book.”

• Nearly Whole Service is Sung or
Chanted. The priest or the deacon will
sing or chant pretty much everything,
with responses sung by the choir and the
people. There is very little that is read,
including biblical texts. The sermon and
the Creed are pretty much the only
things we don't sing or chant.



Orthodox Worship
of Saints and Relics

• All dead go to Hades to await final
judgment

• Prayers for Dead and post-death
repentance and salvation

• Saints and Mary act as intercessors
between God and Man

St John

Reliquary Casket

Reliquary Casket



Icon
Worship or

“Veneration”?

• “Orthodox theology on this point is good: the Orthodox
say they do not ‘worship’ icons but only ‘honor’ or
‘reverence’hem. I'm sure this is true for many Orthodox.
But it's not hard to imagine that countless Orthodox
worshipers don't see the difference and that, in many
cases, icons are simply worshiped.”

• Harold O.J. Brown

•Images of Christ and
the Theotokos (Mary,
“God-Bearer,") flank
the central doors of
the iconostasis.



Orthodox Worship:
Candles & Elaborate Rituals

•The central doors of the iconostasis are opened and the priest, vested in
resplendent robes, intones the opening benediction. The deacon chants the
opening litany, and the choir and people respond, Kyrie eleison ("Lord, have
mercy").

Processions: The clergy move in and out
of the sanctuary in what appears to be a
precise dance. Acolytes process with
candles. The faithful move back and forth,
placing candles on stands before icons.

Standing: In the Orthodox tradition, the people typically stand
throughout the entire liturgy, except during the reading of the
Epistle and during the sermon. That's why most traditional
Orthodox churches have no pews at all, just an open space
where the congregants stand.



Orthodox Worship:Incense

• Incense The smell of incense
fills the church. The Orthodox
Church uses incense. The
rising smoke from the burning
represents our prayers rising to
God. Using all five senses to
seek communion with God is
to affirm that God's physical
creation is good, that Man is
material as well as spiritual.



Orthodox Worship: Sign of the Cross

• Sign of the Cross The Orthodox make
the Sign of the Cross a lot, at least in
church. Typically, the Sign is made at
every mention of the Trinity (such as "... in
the name of the Father, the Son, and of
the Holy Spirit..."), but some will do it at
other occasions, too.

• Unlike Catholic church, the Orthodox Sign
is always done across the entire upper
body, starting at the forehead, down to
the abdomen, then from the right shoulder
across to the left. The Sign is made with
the right hand, holding the first three
fingers together to symbolize the Trinity,
while the fourth and fifth fingers are
pressed against the palm of the hand to
symbolize the two natures of Christ.



Orthodox view of Fall of Man

• “The Orthodox Church
believes that the corruption of
the God-like image of man was
not complete, that man's will
became blurred, but did not
disappear. Man's desire for
salvation implies that man
feels his inner emptiness and
turns to God for forgiveness
and redemption.”

• Source: Official Orthodox web
site (www.goarch.org)



Orthodox View of
Salvation

• “Christ enlightens the minds of
the people, purifies their hearts
and frees their wills from the
bondage of the devil. Christ
became flesh "to make
reconciliation for the sins of the
people" (Heb. 2:17). In that
respect, the Church fought
against two extremes:

– that in the innate sinfulness
of mankind human nature is
able to practice virtue by
itself, making Christ's
sacrifice only a moral
example (Pelagianism);

– the theory that the human
soul is totally corrupted, and
man's salvation is God's work
alone, predestining man to
salvation or to perdition
(Augustine). “

• Source: Official Orthodox Web
Site (www.goarch.org )

Russian Orthodox Bishops for
North America



Orthodox Salvation

• “Salvation” by Faith Plus
Works

• Baptism required

• God and Man cooperate in
“divine synergy”

• Man has Free Will

• Augustine not highly regarded;
Cassian is.

• Basically a Ritualistic
Arminianism

• Conditional election based on
God’s foresight.

• Second Chance to be saved
after death.

Climbing the Ladder of Salvation



Non-Forensic, Relational Repentance

“Repentance is the very heart of
Christian life because it is a return
to God's plan for us and,
therefore, to the only authentic
pattern for human life. The most
basic means of repentance is not
remorse over the past but the
redirection of our heart to the
praise of God. The gift of tears is
the prototype of repentance …in
that it expresses our desire to
return to the Source of our life.
Acts of repentance, then, are not
the begging of mercy from an
angry God, but a necessary
corollary to the recognition of
God's love for us”

-Orthodox Web Site.

Greek
Orthodox
Monk

“Primate” of
North American
Russian
Orthodox Church



Doctrine of Justification
Gives Way to Doctrine

of Theosis

• total absence of the doctrine of
justification by faith in large
segments of Orthodox history
and theology.

• Instead, the idea of theosis or
"deification“ is central.

• The legal or forensic
framework for understanding
the work of Christ is played
down and our mystical union
with God is emphasized.

• “theosis” speaks to believers'
real, genuine, and mystical
union with God whereby we
become more and more like
Christ and move from
corruption to immortality. “

• “As we avail ourselves of
God's grace and live lives of
spiritual vigilance, we hope for
the glorious attainment of
likeness to God, insofar as this
is possible with man."



Greek Philosophical Emphasis on
Becoming “like god”

• "God became man in order that man might
become god.” St. Athanasius

• “[According to the Greek Philosophers,]
the mortal was educated for immortality.
Man was not God but called to become
“like god”. The human was not a divinity,
but he possessed the potential of
becoming divine. Whether in ancient or
Christian Hellenism, Greek thinkers
emphasized that there is an affinity
between humanity and divinity. Both the
Parthenon on the Acropolis of Athens, and
Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, the
symbols of pagan and Christian
Hellenism, remind us of the Divinity’s
presence in the Greek experience. “
– Official Greek Web Site

(www.goarch.org)

Athanasias and Cyril



Greek Philosophy Transforms Bible’s
Salvation into “theosis” achieved

through Asceticism

• The teachings of the Three Hierarchs [Basil and the
two Gregories] derived from the Bible and the
Greek classics, because the object of both is the
formation of the perfect human person, indeed the
salvation, the theosis, of the human being. The Greek
philosophers emphasized virtue, spiritual freedom,
character. The practice of philosophical training and
ascesis was the elevation of the human to the godly,
People like the Three Church Fathers brought
together the best of antiquity with the best of the new
faith. They brought about the synthesis of Hellenic-
Christian civilization.
– Greek Orthodox official web site (www.goarch.org)

(emphasis added)



Greek Mysticism

• Speech is the organ of this present
world. Silence is a mystery of the world
to come.

• —Isaac the Syrian (d. about 700)

• “Contemplation leads naturally to prayer.
Only in prayer does man discover God
who in turn can illumine the whole of life.”

• Love begins in an act of presence.
Presence leads to Communication. Mutual,
self-revelation. Communication matures
into surrender the total gift of oneself to
the Divine Other, in identification - two
become one, the personalities fuse.



Orthodox version of
“Inviting Jesus into your heart”?

• “Spirituality is the form of life which enables a
man to see the Face of God. When man can
open to a reality that is beyond his daily
experiences, he enlarges the sphere and
capacities of his own heart, and experiences
in his life the freshness and beauty of the
desert, where Christ himself retired to
contemplate the Face of his Father.”

• “The result of responding to the initiative of
God is to contain God: to become a
theophany a manifestation of God's presence
in the world…The same process holds true in
personal spirituality. We are called to
respond to God's initiative in our lives, to
cooperate with what He is doing in us
(synergy), and to manifest His presence in
our world.”

• Uh?



A Totally Different Outlook?

• —Simeon the New Theologian

• (d. 1022)

I know that he who is far outside the whole
creation takes me within himself and hides me
in his arms, and then I find myself outside the
whole world. I, a frail, small mortal in the world,
behold the Creator of the world, all of him,
within myself; and I know that I shall not die, for
I am within the Life, I have the whole of Life
springing up as a fountain within me. He is in
my heart, he is in heaven: Both there and here
he shows himself to me with equal glory.


