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by: Rev. Dean Kavouras 
 
Thank you for the invitation to address you today. God be praised for the 
opportunity to discuss the highest and best things there are in heaven and earth.  
 
Gregory Nazianzus, the late 4th century Cappadocian Father, notes (Orations 
27:3) that, “Not to everyone … does it belong to philosophize about God; not to 
everyone; the Subject is not so cheap and low; and I will add, not before every 
audience, nor at all times, nor on all points; but on certain occasions, and before 
certain persons, and within certain limits. 
 
“Not to all men, because it is permitted only to those who have been examined, 
and are passed masters in meditation, and who have been previously purified 
in soul and body, or at the very least are being purified. For the impure to touch 
the pure is, we may safely say, not safe, just as it is unsafe to fix weak eyes 
upon the sun's rays.  
 
“And what is the permitted occasion? It is when we are free from all external 
defilement or disturbance, and when that which rules within us is not confused 
with vexatious or erring images; like persons mixing up good writing with bad, or 
filth with the sweet odours of ointments. For it is necessary to be truly at leisure 
to know God; and when we can get a convenient season, to discern the straight 
road of the things divine.  
 
“And who are the permitted persons? They to whom the subject is of real 
concern, and not they who make it a matter of pleasant gossip, like any other 
thing, after the races, or the theatre, or a concert, or a dinner, or still lower 
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employments. To such men as these, idle jests and pretty contradictions about 
these subjects are a part of their amusement …” 
 
Praise God that we are here today in peace, in purity by the remission of our 
sins, and qualified by God to engage in this discussion. 
 
As regards Unionism and Syncretism inside the church I think things are fairly 
easy to figure out today. For one thing joint services for the sake of ecumenism 
are not as common as they once were. Back in the day, when ecumenism was 
all the rage, Christians of different denominations would gather to discuss their 
differences, and then typically hold a joint service. 
 
Today we might say: Praise God because they knew they had differences!  
 
Today many who identify as Christians are more like the 120,000 in Nineveh 
who didn’t know their right hand from their left. (Jonah 4:11) May God have 
mercy on them. They know nothing about distinctions; and that is painful if not 
fatal. 
 
But may he have mercy on us, too, because we think we are above all that. But 
that is always a perilous tack to take before God. If they are the 120,000 
ignorant on whom God had mercy in Nineveh; we are the “much cattle”. (Jonah 
4:11)   
 
But fear not, because St. John writes, “But if anyone does sin we have an 
advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.” (1 Jn. 2:1) 
 
The topic that I will address, and that you are likely most interested in, is 
avoiding Unionism and Syncretism on the streets. It is a subject that is near and 
dear to my heart.  
 
As a safety forces chaplain for the FBI (1997-2014) and the City of Cleveland 
EMS, Fire and Police (1995 to present) I have had to do cartwheels on the 
balance beam many times.  
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I had to find a balance between faithfulness to my calling which is very narrow: 
to be a parish pastor to the “household of faith.” But also, as opportunity arises 
to do good unto all men; (Gal. 6:10) to “preach the gospel to every creature.” 
(Mark 16:15)  
 
Later I will give you a some examples from the field but first let me relate to you 
how I organize this work in my mind; because life is about distinctions. 
 
1.) For the purposes of our discussion I understand unionism as formal, religious 
services wherein clergy of various denomination lead people in prayer and other 
religious activities. These might occur, as we have said, within various houses of 
worship as part of ecumenical efforts. But the burning question in our day is 
unionism in the public square usually following some epic tragedy. 
 
I understand syncretism as the same but between Christians and non-Christian 
religions such as a mixing of Christians, Jews, Muslims etc. Those are the 
definitions I am working with. 
 
It is my understanding that if you engage in unionism or syncretism you are 
giving your stamp of approval to the other religions with which you are mixing.  
While this message may be less vocal when cooperating in charitable works 
such as disaster relief, it is louder when joining in religious services together. 
 
That said I don’t think we should deny reality. The Christian public, your 
members and mine, have little tolerance for religious intolerance in our day. It 
seems to this observer that most Lutherans can attend an interfaith “candlelight” 
service in the wake of some tragedy, take what is good, ignore what is bad, and 
never blink an anti-transubstantiation-alist eye. 
 
2.)  But now let me start at the beginning so that we might make some blessed 
distinctions. 
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In my universe it is the remit of Lutheran pastors to serve the Lutherans of their 
own congregations. It is the pastor’s work to lead God’s people in worship. He 
has no other job in my thinking. When the congregation sees him serving in the 
chancel: leading the worship, absolving sins, giving voice to Sacred Scripture, 
preaching the Word, consecrating the element and distributing the same, he is 
doing what he is Called, and paid, to do.  
 
The Lutheran pastor should take St. Paul as his model, who calls himself an 
“ambassador in chains.” (Eph. 6:20). He is fastened to the altar, and unlike the 
demoniac in St. Mark Chapter Five he must not break his chains, but be content 
to serve at God’s high and holy altar. 
 
Another best role model for the Lutheran pastor is 84 year old Anna who never 
left the temple night for day, but worshiped and served the Lord. (Luke 2:37) 
 
According to my understanding of things the chancel is the pastor’s work place. 
His office if you will. And when he leaves his office it is with a golden thread 
attached, but the altar is his Polaris. Anything else he does be it baptize, 
catechize, study, prepare sermons, visit, counsel, evangelize, serve as chaplain 
to emergency service members etc. either leads to the altar, or proceeds from it. 
But the altar remains the theological and ecclesiastical center of gravity, even as 
it does of Lutheran church architecture. (Contrast that with what is “center stage” 
in an Neo Evangelical house of worship.) 
 
That said pastors often have an opportunity to minister the things of God to 
people outside the church. And if a pastor has that gift, and is able to do so, I 
think he should. Many of our clergy, for example, walked the perimeter of the 
WTC in 2001, clad in clerical collar, and lent their ear to people who were 
anxious to talk. They listened to people’s stories, dried their tears, offered 
prayers, preached the Word, handed out religious literature to directed people to 
the cross and resurrection of Jesus as the only true hope we have in this life. 
 
Amazingly, even in this late age of unbelief, people still know that the pastor 
stands for something good. Most could not name what that good is to save their 
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lives. But they understand, often better than our own people, that the pastor is a 
means of grace. A carrier, not of disease, but of blessing and gifts from God. It is  
part of America’s DNA even today, and will likely remain for a long time. The 
pastor is not only Blessed Anna and Holy Paul, he is also St. Christopher, 
whose name means: carrier of Christ. 
 
If you want proof of that, pastor, dress like a clergyman every day and you will 
not get any rest. People will stop you on the street, in restaurants, at gas pumps, 
in hospitals wanting to talk, hear a good word from you, see your smile, hear a 
prayer or word of encouragement, or sometimes just to touch the hem of your 
garment. (And often enough they will secretly pick up your breakfast tab, and 
you will make their day as you gaze about trying to figure out who did it.) 
  
During times of national crisis the need is felt even more sharply. 
 
What is one to do? 
 
Pastors are not missionaries. The entire dogma of “church growth” over the last 
50 years stands discredited in this speaker’s opinion. What is the proof? The 
more we “evangelize” the more the numbers shrink. It appears to me to be a 
case of cause and effect: I could be wrong, and one of the best pieces of advice 
I ever received in my life is this: don’t believe everything you think. But that is 
what I think. 
 
When the church gathers to do her rightful work, to celebrate the Word and the 
Sacraments, she is engaging in the spiritual warfare of Ephesians Chapter Six, 
into which she was enlisted at baptism. She crushes the head of the Serpent, 
pins down, and otherwise defeats the enemy. Her worship and prayers are the 
health and salvation of the church and the world. Here she is supremely “the 
light of the world” and the “salt of the earth.” (Mt. 5) 
 
But when she is sloppy, loose, lazy or feckless about her warfare the enemy 
handily defeats her and plants his flag wherever he pleases. That is what has 
happened in the LCMS in the last 50 or more years. We have majored in minors. 
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We have saved the Old Wine till now. We have deified a god called “outreach” 
which is no god at all. 
 
Still, there is such a thing as mission work and pastors have more opportunity to 
do it than the laity ever will. 
 
Yes, we reach out. But how shall we do it? 
 
As a Safety Forces chaplain for the last 23 years I have dealt with people of 
every stripe of religious belief, or lack thereof. I divide my work into two general 
categories: A.) Mission work. B.) Ad hoc pastor / counselor. 
 
Sometimes all a police officer or paramedic wants is a safe ear, that 
understands the work, who will listen to him, never breathe a word of it, or look 
at him askance. If that is what people want I can do it. But what I’ve learned over 
the years is that Safety Forces members have no one to look up to. No trusted 
counselor. No safe ear. They fear that the bosses and department EAP 
counselors are out to hang them, their peers to criticize them, and that no one 
outside the field could possibly understand. And so they become isolated.  
 
But like the Centurion recognized in the Lord “a man of authority”, so do they in 
the chaplain. Cops and clergy are simpatico; and it is my studied opinion that 
there is a little clergyman in every cop, and a little cop in every clergyman. 
 
And so if a Christian (of any denomination) wants to access his faith in the midst 
of the current tragedy that has brought us together I can do that with them. If 
they are unbelievers, or even hostile to religion (very few) I serve as a 
missionary to bring the Word of God to bear on the present danger. 
 
I will often ask a medic or police officer when gut-wrenching circumstances have 
brought us together: Are you a praying kind of person? If they answer yes I ask: 
would you like me to pray now? If not I ask: would you like to learn? And then 
my prayer follows the appropriate lines. 
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One of the most important things I’ve discovered in this regard pastors is if you 
are praying for an unbeliever, or a group where you are not certain what is what 
faith-wise, I always make my prayers in the first person singular. When doing so 
you stand in the midst of people as a prophet of the Living God. Some might call 
that unionism, but I do not. 
  
But what of large scale disasters such as 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, Sandy Hook, 
The Las Vega Massacre or the recent St. Valentine’s Day Massacre in Florida? 
Then what? 
 
On the evening of September 11, 2001 we held a prayer service for whoever 
wanted to come.  We called our members by phone (back in the day) and many 
came. The doors were wide open, the weather was nice, and people roaming 
the streets came in. Cleveland Police Radio made an informational broadcast to 
all Second District cars that: Chaplain Kavouras is holding a special service at 
his church for any who would like to attend; and many did. 
 
I have no theological problem doing that as long as I am in control (more below). 
Christianity is still the foundational religion of America and in such times many 
things come back to people. More than a few of you did the same thing. We 
opened the hymnal, prayed our prayers, read our Scriptures, preached and sang 
hymns. It was glorious. 
 
Indeed I wish you could have been with me in Shanksville PA on September 23, 
2001 when we held a Service for all the personnel there. Over 150 federal 
agents from various agencies, military, local and state police, as well as 
members of the UAL crash team, morticians, coroners, forensic pathologists etc. 
gathered for a Sunday morning Service which we held, literally, in the “Valley Of 
The Shadow of Death.” That is, next to the crater left by the plane crash. 
 
The thing that led to that Service was a request by the Red Cross for me to lead 
a Service for the families who had been brought to the scene by UAL. The 
Service was to be held on Thursday September 20th but the Red Cross which 
was in charge of “spiritual care” for the site had some stipulations. First, I could 
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not read from the Bible. Secondly, I could not talk about Jesus. To make a long 
story short I refused. Upon my refusal they asked another clergyman who 
accepted.  
 
The next day two FBI agents arrived on scene. These men were assigned to the 
Bureau’s Employee Assistance Program (EAP); and were there to see to the 
mental health of our people. When I told them the facts about the Red Cross 
and the Service they visibly shaken. Both were Christians. A short time later 
they said: We can’t help those people chaplain, but let’s have our own Service 
on Sunday for our people here. And have it we did.  
 
I was able to contact a local Lutheran organist and asked her to bring a 
keyboard with her, but I stipulated that it had to sound like a pipe organ, 
because we were going to sing hymns! 
 
It was a open air Service Of Prayer and Preaching. But if there had been a roof 
above us it would have been blown off for the singing. I made copies of several 
hymns: A Mighty Fortress, Our God Our Help In Ages Past and others and 
people, by and large not Lutheran, sang them like they had been singing them 
their whole lives. You never heard more heartfelt song. And so it went. With the 
stairs of an evidence trailer as my chancel, FBI raid jacket as my vestments, and 
two FBI agents as my ushers the Word of God answered every need! 
 
Some would call his unionism, I do not. It was a high moment. Some years later 
when the head of the Flight 93 Memorial Project interviewed me and asked what 
was the high point of my experience in Shanksville I said, “the Sunday Service.” 
She said, “I know.” I said, “how do you know, you were not there.” She said, 
“because everyone I’ve interviewed said the same thing.” (“Big girls don’t cry.”) 
 
But there were lower moments, too. 
 
On Friday September 14, 2001 all the Cleveland city chaplains were requested 
to report to city hall to lead a Service in the rotunda for any and all who wanted 
to attend. It consisted of about a dozen clergymen: Christian, Jewish and 1 
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Muslim each coming to the stage for a few minutes to pray or give some 
encouraging words to all in attendance. I was near the end of the clergy line and 
when I realized what was going on I left my place, receded into the background, 
and listened. Not a single Christian clergyman acknowledged Jesus. I didn’t 
have the stomach for it. 
 
In October 2001 the FBI was asked to participate in an “interfaith service” at St. 
John Cathedral in downtown Cleveland. I was asked to take part. I had to 
decline. People did not understand. 
 
On the one year anniversary of 9/11 the Cleveland FBI held a memorial. I found 
myself on the stage with my dear friend and fellow FBI (and CPD) chaplain, 
Rabbi Sruly Wolf, who is an orthodox Jewish rabbi. Before we realized what was 
expected of us we both had to speak. Afterwards we both looked at each other 
and had the same thought. We talked frankly, and agreed that this something 
we did not want to do, and will not do again. 
  
But it was no problem because early on we recognized in each other men who 
take their religion most seriously. I respect him above the Christian chaplains I 
work with who won’t mention the name of Jesus in public. And he feels the same 
about me, because I do. We don’t agree on religion, and we don’t try to convert 
one another, but we remain close, personal friends to this very day. 
 
Another situation didn’t work out well either. There were two chaplains 
scheduled for a memorial shortly after 9/11: I did the opening prayer, and the 
other chaplain did the closing prayer. Mine was opened in the name of the 
Triune God and proceeded accordingly. His was an inclusive closing in which he 
invited all of God’s children: Christians, Muslims, Jews and his “gay” children, to 
join him in prayer. It’s the last time I did one of those.  
 
Rabbi Wolf, bless his kosher heart, is the head chaplain and knows that I don’t 
want to find myself in such a situation; and so will only ask me to do a 
ceremonial prayer if there is absolutely no one else. And then he always tells the 
requester: Chaplain Kavouras will do both the opening and the closing. 
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I don’t try to convert anyone in such ceremonial events. My prayers are for First 
Article blessings appropriate to the event, prayed in the first person singular, 
which I open and close in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit. It is my prayer for them. Some would call his unionism, I do not. 
 
Another war story. About a month ago I got a call from police radio requesting 
my presence at the scene of a suicide. A female had committed suicide and was 
found by her younger brother. Radio gave me as much information as was 
available and also informed me that the department’s LGBTQ liaison officer 
would be responding. Up to that point I didn’t even know that CPD had such a 
person. I needed to know more. The sergeant on scene stated that the suicide 
was the result of a lesbian relationship gone bad. 
 
Now I am happy to go to any scene where I am requested. But on this one I had 
to be especially careful lest my presence or my words should somehow validate 
this grave sin. 
 
As it turned out I was able to give Christian support to the officers, the mother 
and brothers of the young woman (who were not part of that “life style”), and 
notably to several neighbors who were besides themselves.  
 
They needed to talk and what better ear to talk to than the ear of God via his 
minister? And talk they did. Among other things they wanted to talk about the 
“alternative life style” that had led to this. They recognized it was wrong. And 
were happy to listen when I offered to pray for them. The prayer taking the 
direction of repentance for our many sins; deliverance from evil, and faith in the 
cross of Jesus whose blood purges us from our sins; and gives us Light in the 
Darkness of sin and death. 
 
But what about the next “once in a lifetime” event?  Not only for the chaplain, but 
for the parish pastor, especially in a small town, when the city fathers inevitably 
want a candle light vigil?  
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Can the Lutheran pastor rightly refuse? Isn’t there a matter of charity involved?  
 
I suppose it depends what is expected of you in that situation, pastor, and if you 
can do it with a good conscience. To be one of many religions on the stage 
implies that you are just that: one of many, all viable, all good, all true. 
 
If you, pastor, are told the name of Jesus must be excluded, I must counsel that 
you have no business there however much pressure is exerted. 
 
If you, pastor, do accept the summons and leave out the name of Jesus you 
have no business there in my opinion. Prayers for 1st Article blessings will not 
suffice for such a situation. 
 
But just as improper is the fundamentalist pastor who uses the prayer to preach 
a 10 minute sermon with the aim of converting all in attendance to his religion. 
That is not the time or place. It is dishonest in my opinion, though I’m sure the 
pastor feels he is being faithful. But some distinctions need to be made.  
 
It’s a fine line that you must walk pastor, and chaplain.  
 
For the record I did wonder if I should have accepted the invitation to lead the 
service for the Flight 93 families: but to ignore the Red Cross’s request. 
 
Some years after the fact I saw the book entitled “Let’s Roll” written by Lisa 
Beamer, the wife of Todd Beamer who had led the charge to crash the plane 
rather than let it reach its destination, which was the White House. In it she 
noted that the lowest part of her entire experience was the service in 
Pennsylvania where no gospel comfort was given. She said she had received 
much in her own church before coming to Shanksville, and was grateful to the 
people who organized the “service” in PA. But she wanted more; and so did 
many I am sure.  
 
Could I have made a difference? There is no answer. But I do know this. We 
should never fret, or ever think:: if I don’t preach the Word of God there no one 
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will. Such conclusions are above our pay grade, and “God’s kingdom comes 
indeed without our prayer.” 
 
But if you transgress you can be forgiven as Peter was forgiven; as Aaron, one 
of the most egregious idolaters of all, was forgiven and restored to his ministry. 
In the end it is only Judas whose bishopric was given to another because he did 
not believe. 
 
Lastly I would like to close with a few thoughts on something I said earlier: that 
we should face reality. Halcyon days, if ever they were here, are here no longer. 
The church’s attitudes, tolerance levels and expectations for all things waxes 
and wanes: for true doctrine, true practice, and for matters such as unionism. 
Currently collective Christian tolerance for exclusivity is very low. Deal with it 
however you must, in accord with your conscience and by the light you are 
given.  
 
If you are an Ezekiel or Jeremiah, then be what you are.  
 
If you are an Isaiah or Hosea, then be what you are.  
 
But in any event do not fret. (Ps. 37:1) Do not engage in self-pity. Do not get 
angry, “For the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God. 
(James 1:20) And definitely do not try to save the church because, “Christ is the 
head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior.” (Ephesians 5:23) 
 
He is faithful. He will do it. 
 
Thank you for your kind attention. 
 
In Christ, 
 
Rev. Dean Kavouras, Pastor 
Christ Lutheran Church  
Cleveland, Ohio 
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Chaplain 
City of Cleveland Safety Forces 
 


