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The First Seven Steps of Mary

 There is a brief but delightful image of the early childhood of Mary, the daughter of Joachim and Anna, found 
in the Protevangelion of James: “Day by day the child grew strong; when she was six months old her mother stood 
her on the ground to try if she could stand. And she walked, twice, seven steps and came to her.” This image 
reminds us of Mary’s humanity. She was a child living with her parents, who prepared her from a young age for a 
life faithful to God.
 The Monastery of Christ the Savior in the Country has many exquisite mosaics of the life of the Virgin Mary, 
including this one of the first seven steps. This image and its noncanonical written source point to the importance 
of Tradition in the Orthodox Church. The monastery sits outside the walls of Constantinople, “in the country,” 
which is en ti chora in Greek, so it is also known as the Chora monastery; it was also called the Kariye Djami after 
it became a mosque in the sixteenth century.



For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you did not 
receive the spirit of bondage again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption 
by whom we cry out, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit Himself bears witness with our 
spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and 
joint heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him, that we may also be glorified 
together.

St. Paul the Apostle
Romans 8:14–16

If we seek the things that are perfect, the secondary things will follow. The Lord 
says, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things 
shall be added to you.” What sort of person do you think the children of such 
parents will be? What kind of persons are all the others who associate with them? 
Will they not eventually be the recipients of countless blessings as well? For 
generally the children acquire the character of their parents, are formed in the 
mold of their parent’s temperament, love the same things their parents love, talk 
in the same fashion, and work for the same ends. If we order our lives in this way 
and diligently study the Scriptures, we will find lessons to guide us in everything 
we need!

St. John Chrysostom

If one will put in such an order the upbringing of a child from his first years, then 
little by little the character which his whole life should have will be revealed before 
him, and he will grow more accustomed to the thought that upon him there lies 
the obligation given by our God and Savior to live and act according to His decree, 
that all other deeds and occupations are lower than this and have a place only for 
the course of the present life, and that there is another dwelling place, another 
homeland toward which one must direct all one’s thoughts and all one’s desires.

St. Theophan the Recluse

It is not the amount of learning that must be our aim, but the quality of learning. 
Better to learn two verses with understanding than a whole page with wandering 
thoughts.

St. John Cassian

It is good to teach, if he who teaches also acts with good example.
St. Ignatius

A man becomes a Christian with sound teaching; he is not born one.
Tertullian

The primary lesson for life must be implanted in the soul from the earliest age. 
The primary lesson for children is to know the eternal God, the One Who gives 
everlasting life.

St. Clement

Wisdom, Ancient And modern
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 T his issue of PRAXIS magazine considers the important topic of “early 
childhood education.” The crucial years of early childhood are of great 
concern for our Holy Orthodox Church, as children in this pivotal stage 
of life develop core characteristics essential to their identity as human 
beings. Unique qualities such as personality, mood, behavioral habits, and 
speech patterns are all integral parts of early childhood development. It is 
precisely during these tender years where education, specifically religious 
education, plays a vital role in shaping the identity of a child as the child 
grows throughout life as an Orthodox Christian. Thus, it is our duty as 
Church to be at the forefront of education from the earliest years of a 
child’s life.
  The final purpose, or telos, of early childhood religious education from 
an Orthodox Christian perspective is to cultivate within the hearts of the 
youngest among us the most positive, substantive, and rich experience of 
faith and community, which will lay the foundation for a strong sense 
of identity and affiliation to the Orthodox Church into adolescence and 
throughout adulthood. Such a purpose is in essence an application of the 
Lord’s command, “Let the little children come to me, and do not forbid 

them; for of such is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 19:14).
 In connection with this purpose, we also must recognize as Church the following realities: (1) that children have 
very specific needs when it comes to education, (2) that all people, including children, learn subject matter in different 
ways, and (3) that some children have educational needs that require higher levels of attention. In this regard, the task 
of religious education can be an incredibly complex and challenging endeavor for the educator. The articles in this issue 
of PRAXIS address many of these complex challenges and pose helpful and various educational models and tools to 
promote a truly substantive Orthodox Christian religious education in early childhood.
 It is my hope that this issue will be relevant to all those who are involved professionally as educators, and particularly 
to those in the field of religious education, as well as to the general reader. Our world is thirsty for the substantive 
teachings of Orthodox Christianity, and the children of our Church deserve from us to be provided with the richest, 
most fulfilling religious educational experience that reflects the beauty and comprehensiveness of our Hellenic heritage 
and Orthodox Christian identity. I express my thanks to the entire staff of our Archdiocesan Department of Religious 
Education, who produce PRAXIS on a regular basis; and I pray that this issue may edify us all as we teach our children 
to “grow in the grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 3:18).

† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America
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By Metropolitan Isaiah of Denver

 From Holy Scripture we know that God created all things in existence, 
both visible and invisible. His highest creation was man, whom He created 
in His image. All of humanity is created in His image in that we have 
intellect; we have free will; and we are given the opportunity to express our 
free will, either in harmony with the divine will or in opposition to it.
 On the basis of this Scriptural reality, it is normal for humans to 
desire to learn more and more about the universe, their existence, and the 
purpose of their life here on earth.
 As members of the Body of Christ, which is His Church, we have the 
natural desire and the commitment to live, as much as we can, according 
to His divine will, which promises a perfect, unending life. This should be 
the highest goal for our being here on earth during our finite life span.
 In regard to children and their education, we must begin with words 
of Christ that are found in all three of the Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke. The Lord says, “Let the little children come to Me, and do not forbid them; for of such is the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matt 19:14). From these words of our Lord, we realize how important it is to prepare our 
children to look upon their lives in ways that would reflect the existence of God, His love for all of His creation, 
and His divine plan for the anticipated, joyful, and eternal life in His coming kingdom. Whenever we speak of 
early childhood education, it is imperative that we stress these basic truths, which should be foundational in the 
fundamental lessons in the education of children.
 Today’s educators have a formidable task of educating children in a spirit of synergy between creator and 
creation, if they wish to see them develop with moral and ethical principles. The secular education of the young 
during these past several decades has brought about tragic results in the lives of children in their teens and as 
young adults. As we look upon society today, whether locally or nationally, we witness a growing callousness, not 
to say anarchy, among the young people toward one another and toward society in general. The social principles 
of the past, which instilled a high regard for order and harmony in a family or in the greater society, have all but 
disappeared.
 Is it any wonder that our youth, generally speaking, have no high expectations for their future years? Additionally, 
their lives are literally inundated with so many recreational and entertainment experiences that have no moral 
code. And when something of a serious nature comes into focus and appears problematic, their thought processes 
stop. When real problems arise, some of the young appear to be in a state of shock. They have no way of resolving 
even the smallest of challenges because their lives have been filled with experiences that do not demand focused 
responsibility. Broken homes with divorced parents, or the deaths of loved ones, especially some of their peers, bring 
real confusion into their lives. The abnormal lifestyles of friends their own age, including what they observe in the 
lives of adults around them, result in the negation of right and wrong in their own behavior.
 Moreover, there is no sense of embarrassment when one does wrong, or when one is punished for the wrong 
inflicted on another. There appears to be no expression of sorrow, except perhaps in the accidental killing of a friend or 
acquaintance. Suicides among younger children are on the rise because they see no resolution to apparent problems. 

continued on page 6
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My Little Orthodox Christian 
Activity Book: New Edition
Mother Andrea

This fun and informative book of over 90 pages of games 
and puzzles for children focuses on Orthodox life, holy 
days, religious objects and symbols, and the rich traditions 
of the many various cultures that make up Orthodoxy. 
Spiral-bound (ages 5-9)

G396              $6.95
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continued from page 3
Thousands of children, perhaps millions, are now patients of psychiatrists and are on prescribed medication. 
 All of this is a result of a secular and materialistic society in which education on a higher standard has a lower 
priority among human values.
 This bleak picture demands that we look upon proper education of our children as the highest priority in our 
troubled world. The children must be given reinforcement in being positive and eager to learn those things that 
result in a higher quality of life, which are not the same as those things resulting in a more mundane way of life. 
The only manner in which this can be done is to imbue in the learning process of our children the knowledge 
that this is a world created by a loving God who is always ready to assist children in their proper development. 
We, therefore must be participants in this effort for bettering human life for our children, ourselves, for others, 
and—ultimately—for the world around us.

Please call the Department of Religious Education at (800) 566-1088 to place orders.



rials and begins moving the sheep over 
to this other model.)

child B: “They are still bowing down 
to Him. These two are priests; please 
put them behind the altar.”

child a: “They are sheep!”

child B: “They represent people. They 
represent God’s people. Lots of people.”

catechist: (Continues presentation, and 
removes the tiny Good Shepherd fig-
ure.) “Is He still present?”

child a: “Yes, because He’s still good. 
He’s nice. He’s there in the body and 
blood.”

child B: “He’s there on His cross, giv-
ing them His life.” (Pause.)

child B: (In a voice that seeks confir-
mation.) “What do the sheep repre-
sent?”

catechist: “What do you think?”

child B: “We are God’s people, and He 
can call us animals if He wants, because 
sometimes we act like animals, like 
we’re wild.”

 As seen above, the children have 
come to a personal and unique under-
standing of who the Good Shepherd is, 
as well as who we are in relation to Him. 
Their grasp of the parable’s images gave 
them a way to articulate that understand-
ing. Furthermore, it enabled them to link 
their experience of the Eucharist to this 
image, enriching their understanding of 
God’s presence in that sacrament. Such 
discussion is an important aspect of our 
work with children, yet it is only one of 
the many factors that contribute to the 
richness of this method. A key difference 
between CGS and most religious educa-
tion options is its point of focus.
 First and foremost, the Catechesis 
of the Good Shepherd is a way of ap-

One Sunday in spring, an 
adult catechist and two 
six-year-old children 
work with materials 
related to the Good 

Shepherd parable (see photo 1), a theme 
familiar to the children from age three. 
They reflect on the image of a shepherd 
and his sheep as a means to understanding 
more about Jesus’s relationship with His 
people. In particular, they explore how that 
relationship is lived through the celebration 
of Eucharist. The transcript that follows 
is a glimpse into the phenomenon known 
as the Catechesis of the Good Shepherd 
(CGS), a religious education method that 
encourages dialogue, nurtures prayer, and 
respects the needs and abilities of growing 
children.

catechist: “What do you remember 
about the Good Shepherd?”

child a: “He saves the lambs, and car-
ries them.”

child B: “He’s looking after them.” 
(Looks at the figures of sheep.) “The 
sheep are bowing down to the Good 
Shepherd.”

child a: “No, they are eating.”

catechist: “Who is the Good Shep-
herd?”

child B: “God; Jesus.”

child a: “We are the sheepies; that’s 
what I called them when I was little.”

catechist: “There is another sheepfold 
called the Church.” (Sets out new mate-

The Catechesis of 
the Good Shepherd

By Seraphima Sierra Butler
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proaching children’s spiritual formation; 
with that aim in mind, it seeks to pres-
ent the Christian faith, the Bible, and the 
liturgy in the most developmentally ap-
propriate way possible. The educational 
discoveries of Dr. Maria Montessori form 
the basis of this method. For more than 
a hundred years, her approach has gener-
ated significant growth within children 
all around the world, not only in the area 
of cognitive development, but also in the 
areas of physiological and emotional de-
velopment. Over the last fifty-plus years, 
her contributions to understanding the 
nature of children have been applied in 
the area of religious education, yielding 
equally fruitful results.
 Both Maria Montessori and CGS 
emerged within the Roman Catholic tra-
dition. For CGS, the key collaborators 
were Sofia Cavalletti, a Biblical scholar, 
and Gianna Gobbi, a Montessori protégé. 
From the beginning of the “experiment” 
that has become the Catechesis, they re-
alized that much more was happening 
with the children than the learning of 
facts and prayers. Just as intellectual hun-
gers had been revealed in Montessori’s 
Casa dei Bambini (her original school), 
so also Cavalletti and Gobbi witnessed 

the unfolding of clear patterns of spiri-
tual hunger that correlated with Montes-
sori’s developmental model. For example, 
the three- to six-year-old child expresses 
a strong need to understand God as a 
loving protector who calls each child by 
name. They rejoice and show true sat-
isfaction when introduced to the Good 
Shepherd parable. This hunger and the 
Good Shepherd parable are such a well-
matched pair that even when children 
are much older, they refer to it as a build-
ing block of their understanding of life, 
liturgy, and history. Furthermore, this 
pattern is not isolated to one parish, one 
denomination, or even one continent or 
culture, but rather continues to exhibit 
itself across these and other divides.
 I encountered the Catechesis through 
a fellow homeschooler, who is also a cer-
tified public school teacher. Although 
I was very hesitant to believe that this 
program could work within Orthodoxy, 
an opinion based on sheer ignorance, I 
did commit to reading the basic text of 
Catechesis: The Religious Potential of the 
Child by Sofia Cavalletti (see page 20). 
This scholarly work opened so many 
doors of understanding for me in relation 
to my own children that, with my priest’s 

blessing, I began studying CGS in 2003. 
With the help of seasoned catechists, cler-
gy, and scholars, we have been adapting 
the method to Orthodoxy ever since.
 Just like the Orthodox Church, the 
Catechesis acknowledges the child’s pre-
existent yet ever-maturing spirituality. We 
believe that God and the child already 
have an interior dialogue taking place, 
whether the child is conscious of it or not. 
This was one of the main reasons I felt 
compelled to share this opportunity with 
my priest and parish: in CGS, we help 
children become more attuned to this re-
ality while respecting the different ways 
God may make Himself known to each 
of them. We intentionally seek to help 
children enter into prayer through work, 
song, art, discussion, and silence—a tool 
they can use throughout their lives.
 Because we work with individuals or 
very small groups, CGS allows the child’s 
religious education experience to be some-
what individualized (see photo 2). Each 
child has the opportunity to discover the 
unique ways in which his or her spiritu-
ality can flourish. Long ago, my beloved 
patron, St. Seraphim, taught extensively 
about the importance of this discovery 
as a means to increasing the grace of the 
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Holy Spirit in one’s life.1 More recently, 
Sister Magdalen has encouraged adults to 
actively listen when children share from 
their hearts, particularly about matters of 
faith. When we listen well, we can seek 
a fuller understanding of God, together 
with the child.2

 Before most CGS materials are intro-
duced, we begin with a solemn Scripture 
reading. The catechist prefaces the reading 
with a reminder that it is God’s word be-
ing offered, which creates an atmosphere 
of prayer. The catechist lights a candle and 
reverently reads the passage. We reflect 
on what we have heard and discuss any 
new words or concepts. The catechist uses 
carefully chosen questions that help lead 
the children into a deeper understanding 
of God, as revealed in the passage. Then 
we introduce the three-dimensional ma-
terials; demonstrate their use along with a 
Scripture booklet; encourage prayer; and 
share a corresponding song. The presenta-
tion is not complete until the catechist has 
invited the children to continue working 
with the materials and has modeled how 
to put the work away. The children are 
then free to revisit that material at any 
time during the current and subsequent 
sessions (see photo 3).
 This return to the materials is pos-
sible because of the specifically designed 
space in which we work, called an atrium 
(see photo 4). Unlike a typical classroom, 
it is more like a retreat space where both 
learning and prayer activities are at home. 
Everything within the atrium is designed 
for the child’s body and use. The materials 
do not belong to the adult; they belong to 
the children. This gives the children free-
dom of movement and freedom of choice 
under the supervision of trained cate-
chists, who are observing their growth, as 
well as their patterns of work, in order to 
better serve their spiritual development. 
The atrium is divided into content areas 

Photo 4

Photo 3
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to help the children organize themselves 
and to work independently when not in a 
presentation with the catechists. Work is 
considered prayer; everything within the 
room points to something significant in 
the faith. The children know the few rules 
that govern the space, which assist every-
one toward that goal. Interestingly, the 
children enforce the rules on each other 
just about as often as the adults do!
 I am excited about the opportunities 
I see for the children and adults of the 
Orthodox church within the Catechesis 
of the Good Shepherd. In a PRAXIS 
article, Fr. Anthony Coniaris suggested 
that “sometimes we spend so much time 
teaching ‘about’ Christ that we often miss 
the more important goal of helping our 
youngsters get to know Christ personally. 
There is a vast difference between learn-
ing about a person and actually meeting 
the person himself. . . . [Our children] are 
seeking a real, personal encounter with 
God.”3

 This is what our experience with 
CGS has afforded us. It has given us a 
time, a space and a method to help chil-
dren encounter God at their pace and in 
their unique way that is supplemental to, 
and not instead of, their encounter with 
Him in church. The children have not 
been the only ones to benefit from this 
approach; the work has been spiritually 
formative for us adults as well. The cat-
echist formation courses offered by the 
National Association of the Catechesis 
of the Good Shepherd challenge cradle 
Orthodox and convert alike to engage 
their faith in a rigorous way, enabling 
them to own it on a new level. In addi-
tion to the catechists, the affect on the 
parish is notable: Creating an atrium 
(or two, or three) can build a new spirit 
of community across generations as the 
talents and gifts of the entire parish are 
brought to the work. This creates a much 
wider base of support for the children. 

Furthermore, because the Orthodox 
presence within the CGS community is 
still very small, we have the opportunity 
to introduce others to the ancient Chris-
tian faith and enrich their understand-
ing of history and theology. And finally, 
as the number of Orthodox churches 
using CGS continues to grow, a larger 
sense of community is developing, one 
based on the acknowledgement that we 
are all “unworthy servants of the Gos-
pel,” continually humbled by the enigma 
placed before us—that is, the relation-
ship between God and the child.

For further information, consider the fol-
lowing resources:

The Religious Potential of the Child•	  
by Sofia Cavalletti and Julie M. 
Coulter (Liturgy Training Publica-
tions, 2007). The sourcebook for 
understanding the development of 
the Catechesis and its underpin-
nings. Read this book before reading 
its sequel, The Religious Potential of 
the Child, 6 to 12 Years Old (Liturgy 
Training Publications, 2007).
Listening to God with Children•	  by 
Gianna Gobbi (Treehaus Com-
munications, 1998). An accessible, 
practical book that explains some of 
the nuts-and-bolts of working with 
children and gives some basics of 
Montessori developmental theory.
The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd •	
in a Parish Setting by Tina Lillig 
(Liturgy Training Publications, 
2007). A very helpful, easy-to-read 
book that discusses some common 
experiences for those starting out.
Please visit our website: •	 www.statha-
nasius.org. Click “Ministries,” then 
“Youth and Education,” and finally 
“Catechesis of the Good Shepherd.”
“The Sheepfold,” a quarterly publica-•	
tion of the Department of Youth and 

PraXiS w Fall 2008page 10

Ealy Childhood EduCation

Religious Education, St. Athanasius 
Orthodox Church. Originally in-
tended to keep parents abreast of 
their children’s work, it has become a 
way of sharing our experiences with 
those interested in learning more 
about the Catechesis within the Or-
thodox tradition. To join our mail-
ing list, please contact our Director 
of Youth and Religious Education, 
Joanne Gish (jgish@westmont.edu), 
subject line “Add to mailing list.”

Seraphima Sierra Butler is Catechesis 
Coordinator for St. Athanasius Antio-
chian Orthodox Church, in Goleta, CA, 
and is a homeschooling mother of four. 
She earned a Bachelor of Liberal Arts, 
cum laude, from Winthrop University; 
is certified to lead catechesis for children 
ages 3–12; and is in practicum to become 
a Formation Leader for the National As-
sociation of the Catechesis of the Good 
Shepherd in order to assist adults imple-
menting CGS. She may be contacted at 
seraphima@stathanasius.org.

1. St. Herman of Alaska Brotherhood, 
Little Russian Philokalia, Vol. 1: St. Sera-
phim of Sarov (Platina, CA: St. Herman 
Press, 1991): 94–96.

2. Sister Magdalen, Conversations with 
Children (Essex: Stavropegic Monastery 
of St. John the Baptist, 2001).

3. Fr. Anthony Coniaris, “Teaching the 
Faith Experientially,” PRAXIS 4, no. 2.



Enter In 
Experiencing the Feasts of the Orthodox Church

“Stand in the gate 
of the LORD’s house, 
and proclaim there 
this word, and say, 
‘Hear the word of 
the LORD, all you of 
Judah who Enter In 
at these gates to 

worship the LORD!’”
Jeremiah 7:2

An integrated resource for encountering 
the rich cycle of Orthodox worship.
This resource includes 
a set of sixteen video 
presentations on four 
DVDs. Each presenta-
tion is approximately 
15 minutes long. 
Twelve examine  
the major feasts  
of Christ and the  
Theotokos, and 
the remaining four 
explore the mean-
ing and purpose of 
Christian worship 
in the context of 
the Church’s annual 
cycle. Each presenta-
tion ends with a set 
of Questions for Dis-
cussion, and includes 
several ancillary 
resources, including 
web resources.

Rich with enlightening interviews, music, 
festal hymns, icons, and beautiful visu-
als, this lush resource will inspire and 
provoke thoughtful exploration of Ortho-
dox worship. This resource is designed 
to be used by an individual or family, as 
well as in a group setting such as a parish 
Bible study or adult church school class.

Presentations:
Draw Near: Understanding  • 
Orthodox Worship
Rejoice Always: The Festal  • 
Services of the Orthodox Church
Let Us Offer a Hymn: The  • 
Pattern of Orthodox Worship
To Live is Christ: Growing  • 
Through the Church Feasts
The Nativity of the Theotokos• 
The Exaltation of the Cross• 
The Entry of the Theotokos• 
Christmas• 
Theophany• 
The Meeting of Christ in the Temple• 
The Annunciation• 
Palm Sunday• 
Holy Ascension• 
Holy Pentecost• 
The Transfiguration• 
The Dormition of the Theotokos• 



Do you remember the first word your child 
said? How about what it felt like when he 
took his first step, or perhaps when she first 
rolled over? These moments cause your heart 
to swell with 

delight while you run for the 
video camera. But such occasions 
are more than photo opportuni-
ties; rather, they represent steps 
up the ladder of development 
children begin ascending the in-
stant they are born.
 At no other time in life does 
more growth occur than from 
birth to age three. Even when 
you think nothing is happen-
ing, your baby is doing all sorts 
of wonderful things that prepare 
her for all future development—
yes, even putting her feet in 
her mouth and sticking out her 
tongue have prominent places 
on developmental charts. Hun-
dreds of thousands of pathways 
in your child’s brain are industri-
ously making connections that 
will help her walk, talk, and even 
have a temper tantrum.
 With all of these critical 
physical and psychological pathways being formed, it is es-
sential that you pave the way for your child’s spiritual develop-

ment from the beginning. We will examine four critical stages 
of early childhood development. Much of this information 
comes from the work of developmental psychologist Stanley 
Greenspan. As we explore these stages, we will analyze them 

through a slightly different 
lens—one with an Orthodox 
Christian point of view.

hoMEoStaSiS: takinG 
in thE World
Homeostasis is defined by Mer-
riam-Webster as “a relatively 
stable state of equilibrium.” For 
newborns, however, the world 
is anything but stable. Life 
in mother’s womb was warm 
and secure—now, loud noises, 
bright lights, cold air, and a bar-
rage of other things assault their 
sensitive bodies daily. During 
this stage, infants are learning 
to process all of the different 
stimuli they experience in their 
environment. It would be very 
difficult for them to progress to 
other developmental milestones 
if they never learned how to fil-
ter sensory information.
 What does this mean for 

your little one’s spiritual development? Plainly speaking, 
bring your baby to church and bring the church into your 

Spiritual development
Climbing the ladder to Christ

By Melissa K. Tsongranis

Ascend, my brothers, ascend eagerly. Let your hearts’ resolve be to 
climb. Listen to the voice of the one who says: “Come, let us go up to the 

mountain of the Lord, to the house of our God” (Isa 2:3).
—St. John Climacus
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home! Infants need the magnificent sensory feast 
of the church to embrace them from the beginning. 
Children need to smell the incense, touch the icons, 
hear the rich sounds, and see the beauty of God 
around them. Most importantly, it is in church that 
they taste Jesus Christ in Holy Communion. Par-
ents then need to bring the church into their daily 
lives by filling their homes with prayer and godly 
reminders (such as icons, incense, liturgical music 
and the Bible). By doing this children will sense 
that our homes are an extension of the church. St. 
John Chrysostom writes, “Every Christian family 
ought to be, as it were, a little church consecrated 
to Christ, and wholly influenced and governed by 
His rule.”

attaChMEnt: FallinG in loVE
Attachment for a baby is the process of becoming 
emotionally close to his parents—falling in love 
with them. Research has found that babies who are 
securely attached to their primary caregivers grow to 
have healthier relationships and are more capable in 
dealing with life’s pressures. Falling in love is any-
thing but trivial for a baby: it is necessary for sur-
vival. Studies have shown that infants who do not 
have someone to connect with in this most intimate 
of relationships fail to thrive. As a result, their devel-
opment can be delayed, they may be detached from 
the world and, in some extreme instances, they can 
even die from a lack of love.
 But attachment to parents is not enough for 
our little ones to develop. Our children need to at-
tach themselves to our unifying heavenly Father in 
order to develop into healthy Christians, capable of 
dealing with the challenges of life. It is not enough 
for us to feed, shelter, and love our babies while 
waiting for them to grow old enough that we can 
“teach” them about God. We must help our chil-
dren turn to God from the very beginning of their 
lives so that He becomes part of their being. We 
attach ourselves to God, and through us our chil-
dren will grow to know Him. In his book, On the 
Upbringing of Children, Bishop Irenaeus writes, “If 
your heart over flows with faith and love for God, 
you will find a thousand and two ways to pass on 
these feelings to your child.”

Children are curious, receptive and eager to learn, 
and parents and teachers can help direct this energy 
toward the Good news. reading spiritual literature 

together—at bedtime, on rainy days, and in the classroom—
is a wonderful way to harness natural interest and help a child 
grow closer to God. Story time, like any other time, is an op-
portunity to show children how to stay Christ-centered.

Selecting Reading Material
ask experienced teachers and bookstores to recom-•	
mend age-appropriate, spiritually rich books to add to 
your shelves, such as lives of saints written for children, 
collections of children’s Bible stories, and picture books 
with a Christian message.
look for colorful illustrations or Byzantine icons, which •	
will help keep children’s attention.
Cultivate a love for God by choosing books that express •	
theological concepts in ways and words that your child 
can understand, thereby planting seeds in the child’s 
mind and soul that can be cultivated over a lifetime.
Choose stories that reinforce one of the constant •	
themes of early childhood spiritual education: God’s 
love for both humanity and individual human beings.
another recurring focus is that God loves us so much •	
he gave us our Savior and lord Jesus Christ; from an 
early age, you can expose children to the idea of having 
a relationship with Christ.

During Story Time
Create active learning opportunities and extensions to an 
exercise that might seem passive. there are many ways to 
actively engage young children even as you read to them:

Set a standard for daily and weekly reading patterns. •	
Consistency and repetition will make spiritual literature 
important in the child’s life.
young children are eager to make decisions, and could •	
be offered a choice, such as, “Would you like to read 

Story Time and 
Spiritual Growth

By Maria C. Khoury, Edd



intEntional CoMMuniCation: 
lEt’S talk
Once a child has acclimated to his environment 
and attached to a caregiver, he begins to com-
municate. A baby first communicates his needs 
through crying. Initially, it is a crude system 
based on raw physical and emotional needs (e.g., 
I’m wet, hungry, hurt). As he grows, this system 
is quickly refined. Within the first year of life, an 
infant progresses from “If I cry, Daddy comes,” 
to holding up objects to Mommy in inquiry, 
“What’s this?” The child is gathering information 
in preparation for beginning to communicate 
verbally—but there is much intentional com-
munication occurring long before he says his first 
word. A baby actively engages those around him, 
with or without verbal skills, and learns more ev-
ery day through “talking” with others.
 From a spiritual development point of view, 
the child is ready to intentionally communicate 

the May page about St. 
Constantine and St. helen, 
or would you like to read 
the april page about St. 
George?” Small children 
might simply point to the 
page of their choice.
allow the child to hold the •	
book or to turn the pages 
while you are reading.

Keep the Story Alive
Set aside some quality time af-
ter story time. Extending the 
children’s engagement with the 
story is a powerful way to sup-
port learning and remembering, 
especially at a young age, when 
imagination and invention are de-
veloping.

Follow every story with •	
a short complementary 
prayer—in this way, you can 
reflect on and reinforce the 
theme. Combining prayer 
and reading evokes the grace 
of God and the work of the holy Spirit.
ask concrete but open-ended questions about the •	
story, allowing children to answer freely, retelling and 
reinterpreting the story in their own words.
Stimulate curiosity and creativity; for example, ask •	
a child to act out a simple sentence from the story. 
the adult might say, “do you think you can show me 
the look on St. helen’s face when she discovered the 
Cross?” adding a physical act like this will help the child 
remember the message. acting is practical in Sunday 
school classrooms—no materials or mess—and is quite 
fun at home, too.

Maria (Kouremenou) Khoury is the author of eight Ortho-
dox children’s books including Christina Goes to the holy land. 
She is a graduate of Hellenic College (1982), Harvard University 
(1985) and Boston University (1992), where she earned her EdD. 
Born in Tripoli, Greece, she was raised in Denver, Colorado. She is 
also the author of Witness in the holy land, reflecting personal 
experiences living under military occupation.
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with God—to pray. When we pray, we enter into a conversa-
tion with God and attach ourselves to Him in body, mind and 
soul. St. Dimitri of Rostov writes, “Prayer is turning the mind 
and thoughts toward God. To pray means to stand before God 
with the mind, mentally to gaze unswervingly at Him, and to 
converse with Him in reverent fear and hope.” For our little 
ones, beginning to pray on their own shouldn’t be their first 
experience with prayer. Before this, they have been praying 
from their parents’ loving arms in church and at home. In this 
way, they hear and experience what it means to communicate 
through prayer. Only later do we encourage them in their own 
prayers before and after meals, and when they wake and sleep, 
and throughout the day. They can begin with a simple “Lord, 
have mercy” while “doing their cross” and then progress to 
saying their own prayer, asking God for strength and giving 
Him thanks and praise. We nurture in them their own prayers 
even as we teach them common prayers and hymns of the 
Church.

EXPloRAtIon: Joy of dISCovERy
The final stage of early childhood is exploration. For a child, 
exploration is the action of learning more about something 
that interests her. This stage is why we child-proof our homes! 
When a child is getting into stuff, she is taking an active role 
in learning, which is a very good thing. Exploration is the 
richest kind of learning because it is intrinsically motivated. 
This joy of discovery contributes to a child’s overall develop-
ment, even if she is exploring something as simple as a sock 
drawer. There is much to learn in drawers: feeling the different 
textures, seeing the various colors, and learning how long it 
takes before Mom and Dad finds out—of course, only after 
every sock has been unfolded and scattered throughout the 
house! The child is fully invested in exploration and learning, 
and she takes great joy from it.
 In this stage of spiritual development, our children are 
ready to explore their faith more independently. This is differ-
ent than the learning that took place when they were younger. 
When they were younger, they learned from the arms of their 
parents, and their parents’ experiences were their experiences. 
In this stage, children create their own experiences. For ex-
ample, an 18-month-old may be taught by his grandmother 
to kiss the cross around her neck when she was holding him. 
One day in church, he may notice that there are crosses carved 
on the pews. He may then proceed to walk up and down the 
aisle kissing each of these crosses, just as he learned in the 
arms of his grandmother. Our ultimate goal as parents is for 
our children to be so in love and connected with Christ that 

that want to know all about Him. In the words of St. Paul, 
we want Christ to “dwell in [our] hearts through faith; that 
[we], being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to com-
prehend with all the saints what is the width and length and 
depth and height—to know the love of Christ which passes 
knowledge; that [we] may be filled with all the fullness of 
God” (Eph 3:17–19).

In ConCluSIon
Development is exciting. Consider a child who has learned 
a new skill. She wants to do it all the time, be it walking, 
talking or simply stacking blocks. Spiritual development 
is no different. It is exciting—it brings us closer to Christ. 
Children have the eagerness, but quite often our spiritual 
lethargy prevents them from eagerly running to the Lord.
 I have not associated specific ages with developmental 
stages here. Although there are definite periods in which the 
stages should occur, from a spiritual point of view, develop-
ment is not so precise. It is ideal for a child to experience 
these stages at a very young age, but God is ready to enter 
our lives at any age. Mastery of these stages is a lifelong dis-
cipline, not a check mark on a developmental list. Consider 
the following stages for children of all ages:

Have they learned to experience and enjoy to the •	
wonderful sensory feast available through our Or-
thodox tradition?
Have they fallen in love with their Heavenly Father •	
and realized His never-ending love for them?
Have they started to intentionally communicate •	
with God through prayer both in church and 
throughout their day?
Have they become interested in exploring more •	
about our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ?

But here is the most important question: have we?

Melissa Tsongranis is Associate Director for the Greek Or-
thodox Archdiocese Center for Family Care. Her background 
is in child development with an emphasis in Special Need Pop-
ulations and Family Education. This article is adapted from 
presentations given at the Tri-Level Summer Institute in 2005 
and the Clergy-Laity Congress in 2006. For further questions 
or resources, she can be reached at mtsongranis@goarch.org.
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When people find out that you are home-
schooling your children, the usual re-
sponse is, “Oh, I could never do that!” 
Indeed, homeschool is not for everyone, 
but it is a great option for many families. 

Homeschooling, like anything else, requires sacrifice and disci-
pline to do well. My husband and I educated our two children 
at home for eight years. The freedom and opportunity to do 
this was really a huge gift for all of us, one that we won’t fully 
appreciate, I think, for many years. Now that my children are 
attending the local public school, I can reflect on the impact of 
our time at home.
 When my children started public school as preteens, I held 
my breath and worried about how they would fare “in the real 

world.” But if you stop and think about it, home is the real world; 
Disneyland is not. At home, there are bills to pay, sicknesses to 
remedy, only 24 hours a day, and difficult situations of all types. 
The home, just like school, has its own routine, rules, conse-
quences and interpersonal dynamics. The difference is that in 
the home, you as parents are in control. You decide what, when 
and how your children learn, both academically and socially. 
You are responsible! You decide what is best for your children, 
and you will be more passionate than anyone else could be in 
making sure your children “get it.” It is really much easier to 
register at the local public school. Having said that, let’s look at 
some of homeschooling’s unique benefits.
 Statistically, homeschoolers have superior educational results 
when compared to public school institutions.1 Homeschooling 

The homeschool option
 By Elizabeth Borch
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is legal throughout the United States, and each state has its own 
specific regulations and requirements for attendance, subjects 
required, record keeping, testing and so on. There is significant 
variation in requirements among the states; consult your state’s 
department of education. (The regulations are almost always 
available online.)
 You do not need any particular education or abilities to teach 
your children at home. Teaching does require you to be alert to 
learning opportunities and focused on academic work. Anything 
that you do not know academically, you can relearn along with 
them (a good opportunity to be an example of perseverance and 
lifelong learning!).

“What aBout SoCialization?”
This is the question most frequently asked of homeschooling 
parents. When it comes to social skills, children reflect what they 
are exposed to. If children practice polite manners at home, they 
will behave that way in public. The example of behavior comes 
from the people the children are with, and in our scenario, it 
is the parents. My husband likes to make the comparison to a 
corral of wild horses. You don’t expect a horse to carry a rider 
quietly and responsively if being with the other horses in the cor-
ral is the animal’s primary social experience. Homeschool chil-
dren have the benefit of plentiful contact with those who will be 
most gentle, patient and concerned about them as individuals. 
As children grow and step further afield, their parents will be 
their social examples; children are always watching!
 If you take on the responsibility of providing a well-round-
ed education for your children from home, you will probably 
spend a large quantity of time outside the home. The world is 
the classroom, and homeschoolers have the flexibility to explore 
it. In doing so, we regularly connect with people of many other 
ages, social levels and life experiences. Taking classes at the local 
YMCA, dance school, hockey rink, art academy, or volunteering 
to feed the homeless at the local soup kitchen, or working part-
time in an apprentice/volunteer situation are all examples of in-
teracting with the whole community. Homeschooling is a much 
broader world than people imagine it to be. If anything, children 
schooled in the home environment have wider exposure to all 
types of people in the process of obtaining their education.

rEaSonS
Every homeschooler has his or her own blend of reasons, and 
I have been around the block more than once in this matter, 
adopting a variety of different reasons as my primary motivation 
at one time or another. The desire to protect one’s children from 
the undesirable influences in the public institution before they 

are ready is a very common reason. Poor academic performance 
of the local school, medical conditions, and special needs or 
gifted abilities of the student are other reasons that may incline 
a family to homeschool. And then there is my favorite (selfish) 
reason: the opportunity to spend more time with my children!
 Two of the biggest benefits of tackling your child’s educa-
tion at home—aside from the editorial control—are efficiency 
and flexibility. You can accomplish the academic “schoolwork” 
completely and correctly in three or four hours a day (compared 
to the seven hours my children now spend in public school). 
There is no wasted institutional time (“Okay, everybody line 
up”) and no imposed school schedule or time lost during aca-
demic sessions in order to keep the class together and on task. 
Conversely, we can stick with math problems as long as it takes 
to complete them, not just the scheduled 50 minutes. The wast-
ed time was the first thing that my children lamented about the 
public school. Because homeschooling is efficient time-wise, the 
homeschool can be extremely flexible. This allows great decision-
making freedom. Accommodation is possible for a wide variety 
of activity, special needs, projects, and character development. 
Time is relaxed.

StylES
“How to” homeschool goes well beyond the scope of this article. 
Fortunately, there is a wealth of books, catalogs, and curricu-
lum for sale. The prevalence of homeschooling reached a critical 
mass in the 1980s, and the market responded to that need. But 
before rushing out to buy textbooks and resources, you need to 
give some serious thought to your approach. There are many 
ways to teach at home. These styles include but are by no means 
limited to: Classical Education, Montessori, Charlotte Mason, 
Unschooling, and Waldorf, as well as many types of correspon-
dence and distance learning or a combination of several styles. 
Some of these philosophies of education replicate a very struc-
tured pedantic approach that works best in a classroom of thirty 
children (typically not what happens at home) to the opposite 
style that is fluid and intuitive. Some curricula provide you with 
everything you need (including pencils) to the other extreme of 
a simple book list. I strongly recommend spending some time 
reading about these various approaches and then thinking about 
what style your family can live with, and what will be the most 
natural fit for you and your children.
 This planning is a crucial part of the homeschool curricu-
lum; every task and activity is a result of that style and direction. 
In our schooling, we had followed the educational style of twen-
tieth-century British educator Charlotte Mason. Her approach 
was careful not to destroy the child’s natural curiosity and enjoy-
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ment of learning. Mason eschewed predigested textbooks in 
favor of more direct contact with a topic (such as art, music, 
nature study and biographies). A large part of this instruc-
tional style is based on the reading of engaging stories and 
classic literature followed by open-ended inquiry. In the pro-
cess, the child is required to digest the content and express it 
in his own words. This technique points out clearly what the 
child understands, rather than just looking for what the child 
does not. At the same time, this yields surprising insights into 
children’s thought and the depth of their character.

thE “hard” SuBJECtS
Another concern prospective homeschool parents have in-
volves their own knowledge and competence: from “How will 
I ever teach math when I can barely balance my checkbook?” 
to “I’m no fool, but I never did understand Shakespeare.” 
This is part of the planning process: knowing your strengths 
and weaknesses and acting accordingly. In our case, for math, 
I used curricula that were complete and had redundancy built 
into the teaching. For example, the lessons had printed in-
structions for the parent and child to go through together, 
but each lesson also had a video presentation on DVD. We 
rarely had to resort to those DVDs, but we knew they were 
there in case we got stuck. If that failed, we could always go 
ask Papa! Correspondence-style curricula exist, where teach-
ers are available by phone or e-mail for that kind of help. 
I know of several homeschool co-ops in which one parent 
of the group takes on specific “hard” classes that happen to 
be his or her specialty and conducts regular classes for all of 
the children in the group. Depending on the local public or 
private schools (and their degree of cooperation), sometimes 
students can enroll in specific classes. In the upper grades, 
many homeschool children enroll in the local community 
college classes and often start to accumulate college credits 
while they are finishing high school. Possibilities abound for 
these outside learning opportunities, but they do require in-
quiry and extra effort to coordinate.

thE orthodoX ContEXt
The homeschool routine has sufficient flexibility to make 
participating in the rich life of the church possible. By inte-
grating the fullness of the Orthodox Christian faith into our 
schooling, we bring church home even more; it becomes less 
abstract and more a part of the fabric of our lives. Christ used 
“stories” as a fundamental teaching tool, and the Orthodox 
Church is full of stories to draw on. Stories help us to under-
stand our context and give us discernment of and perspective 

on our world. The stories of Christ, his apostles, saints and 
the Church’s life are a huge source of content to center our 
homeschool on.

Preschool age
The Orthodox Church is full of sensory experiences. Its ex-
pression cuts through all the theological gymnastics and in-
structs on a very direct and simple level, especially for young 
children. God “feeds” us, and God’s world (church, home) 
is wonderful and beautiful! God and his saints are with us 
and all around us! One has only to be open (as a child) to see 
it. These are the beginning lessons, and the more exposure 
we have, the more we can absorb them. Preschool children 
should be able to absorb this from their local church experi-
ence. However, one must look for and be prepared for these 
teaching opportunities. This is a huge element of the home-
school mindset: the world is the classroom!

Elementary School age
The most obvious educational opportunity for homeschool-
ers is participating in the Church’s liturgical calendar. Your 
family will be able to attend services offered by the local par-
ish without worrying about conflict with the school schedule. 
When a child is school-aged, the lessons gradually become 
more sophisticated, and the opportunity greater as the child 
becomes more competent. Most obvious is reading ability, 
which allows a child to read aloud prayers, daily Scripture, 
and accounts of the lives of the saints. Asking the children 
to retell or invent examples of the lesson learned from the 
day’s saint requires that the student process the content and 
make it their own. This is the appropriate stage to introduce 
children to others in need and allow a child’s innate compas-
sion to motivate him or her to become involved (Remember 
the flexibility: you are not too busy.) with parish activities 
for local needs, and International Orthodox Christian Chari-
ties and Orthodox Christian Mission Center projects as they 
learn about the rest of the globe. This is the time to teach the 
information of the faith as well as to develop the confidence 
that there are things that we can do to help. Homeschool ef-
ficiency allows for full participation in the local parish’s youth 
programs. The priorities that you set become your children’s.

Junior high and high School age
As our children get older and increasingly competent, the ho-
meschooling parent’s role becomes less that of the teacher, 
and more that of the coach. Academic learning can happen 
more independently for this age group. Helping teens inte-



grate the knowledge with its application is an important part 
of their larger context and meaning. “Why does this or that 
matter?” has huge implications as the teen’s independence 
increases. It is important that someone is there to listen to 
that question and help the teen find his or her way through 
these subtleties. Homeschooling allows a parent to be avail-
able as an anchor and a sail at the same time, simultaneously 
supporting their children’s talents and purpose while offering 
freedom to pursue their God-given abilities.

For More information
Homeschool World Practical Homeschooling Ar-•	
ticles and Columnists (www.home-school.com/
Articles/)
Home School Legal Defense Association (www.•	
hslda.org)
The Odysseus Group (www.johntaylorgatto.com)•	
Paidea Classics (www.paideaclassics.org)•	
Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America Online •	

Chapel (www.goarch.org/en/Chapel)
The Charlotte Mason Companion•	  by Karen Andreola 
(Charlotte Mason Research and Supply Co., 1999)
The Well Trained Mind•	  by Susan Wise Bauer (WW 
Norton, 1999)
For the Children’s Sake•	  by Susan Schaeffer Macaulay 
(Crossway Books, 1984)

Elizabeth Borch is managing editor of PRAXIS magazine and 
a video editor. Her two children are honor students in the public 
school, where they serve on the student council.

1. Christopher J. Klicka, “Academic Statistics on Home-
schooling,” from Home Schooling in the United States: A 
Legal Analysis (Home School Legal Defense Association, 
updated annually), available from www.hslda.org/docs/
nche/000010/200410250.asp

The Planner:  
Orthodox Daily Calendar and Resource Guide
Department of Youth and Young Adult Ministries

Keep a daily focus on Christ with Scriptural readings, 
fast days, prayers, saints of the day, and inspiration from 
the Fathers.  The spiral-bound Planner follows the Eccle-
siastical (church) year beginning in September and end-
ing in August.

T22-8          $13.95
For orders of 20 or more       $12.50
For orders of 50 or more       $12.00

Please call the Department of Religious Education at (800) 566-1088 to place orders.
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Normally, a book review would discuss a new 
publication, not a book that was published 
sixteen years ago in its second translated edi-
tion. For the better part of a decade, however, 
I’ve been claiming that a Montessori-based 

environment is something that Orthodox religious educators 
seriously consider. The writings of Sofia Cavalletti are the place 
to begin.
 Now ninety-one years old, Sofia Cavalletti, a Scripture 
scholar in Rome, was first asked to provide religious instruction 
to children in 1954. Taking children seriously, she began to de-
velop what is now called the Catechesis of the Good Shepherd 
(CGS), based on Maria Montessori’s principles of education. 
In 1979, after more than twenty years of experience, Cavalletti 
published The Religious Potential of the Child. The book explores 
ideas about learning, demonstrates them in principle, and fre-
quently offers insights from the children themselves and the 
teachers. For example, Cavalletti writes about the “atrium,” the 
learning space and environment dedicated to CGS: “Montessori 
intended the atrium to be an intermediate place between the 
classroom and the church. It is a place where the child comes to 
know the great realities of his life as a Christian, but also and 
above all, a place where the child begins to live these realities in 
meditation and prayer. There is nothing of the academic class-
room about the atrium; it is not a place for religious instruction 
but for religious life. The atrium is a place of work, where the 

work however becomes conversation with God” (p. 56). Caval-
letti then goes on to describe ways to set up and use the atrium. 
The plates at the end of the book include photos of atria from 
around the world; you can also find photos online at various 
CGS Web sites, such as www.cgsusa.org.
 The beauty of Religious Potential is the serious realization 
that even young children are “spiritual,” that is, they can begin 
to form a relationship with God. Cavalletti, echoing Montes-
sori, believes that a child may be naturally attracted to God and 
as a result wants to know and have a relationship with Him. For 
Cavalletti, this means that learning about God is its own reward 
for the child.
 Religious Potential is a theoretical text, reflecting Cavalletti’s 
background in theology and her experience as an educator. She 
draws readers into her profound sense of wonder and awe about 
faith in general as well as about the faith of children. The book 
does not give a step-by-step approach to this method of educa-
tion. Indeed, Cavalletti would argue that she is resisting this ap-
proach to education because it destroys the mystery of religious 
experience, which the Catechesis of the Good Shepherd encour-
ages and builds on.
 Since its publication, a body of literature has grown to ex-
plore various dimensions of the Catechesis of the Good Shep-
herd. Others have built onto her work and developed it further. 
For example, Rev. Dr. Jerome Berryman, an Episcopalian who 
studied with Cavalletti, developed Godly Play, another edu-
cational theory that is also a good resource for those looking 
to develop a Montessori-style religious education program. At 
times, because of the theorists’ backgrounds, Religious Potential 
and CGS may feel very “Roman Catholic,” whereas Godly Play 
may feel “Protestant.” Yet these principles are resonant with Or-
thodox Christianity. One of the earliest Orthodox explorations 
of this approach to religious education is Constance Tarasar’s es-
say “ ‘Taste and See’: Orthodox Children at Worship,” which 
was published in a 1983 book, The Sacred Play of Children. A 
Montessori-based catechetical program for young children is 
worth exploring in Orthodox parishes.

Book author: 	 Sofia Cavalletti

Publisher: 	 Liturgy Training Publications, 1992

Anton C. Vrame, PhD, is Director of the Department of Religious 
Education of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America.

The Religious Potential of the Child: 
Experiencing Scripture and Liturgy with Young Children

Reviewed by Anton C. Vrame, PhD
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Most of us are unfamiliar with the Bible. 
What we claim to know is probably 
what we gleaned from well-meaning 
Sunday school teachers, whose lessons 
focused on specific stories, personalities, 

verses and concepts. What most of us probably don’t learn is 
how the Bible came to be—as a book—and how generations 
of Jewish, Christian and even Islamic scholars have studied 
and interpreted it. Karen Armstrong’s The Bible: A Biography 
walks the reader through this history, presenting the complex 
life of the Bible in terms that anyone can understand.
 Most important to Armstrong’s telling of the story of the 
Bible is the recognition that how we read the Bible today is 
different from how it was read centuries ago. Before the En-
lightenment, reading the Bible provided the faithful with an 
opportunity to be in the presence of God through the writ-
ten text, the way prayer and worship do through the spoken 
or sung word and ritual. In antiquity, as Armstrong writes, 
“it was impossible to imagine religion without [a temple]. But 
the time would come when Israelites would make contact 
with their God in sacred writings, rather than a shrine” (p. 
11). The chapter “Lectio Divina” describes how monks read 
the Bible for contemplative purposes; they would use exer-
cises like imagining themselves in the story or reflecting on 
various sensory dimensions of the text, all with the purpose 
of achieving union with God. This contemplative approach 

stands in stark contrast to the systematic, exegetical style of 
Bible study often encountered elsewhere.
 Armstrong helps us realize that studying the Bible as we 
do today, with a scientific, critical and objective focus on lan-
guage, authorship and origins and asking such questions as 
“what are the actual words of Jesus in the New Testament?” 
(as does the Jesus Project of the Committee for the Scientific 
Examination of Religion) is a relatively new method of in-
terpretation. It began in the 1500s, when Martin Luther no-
ticed the differences in meaning created when the Bible was 
translated from Greek into Latin. In the 1600s, Enlighten-
ment thinkers sought to apply the same scientific advances to 
the Bible that they were applying to the natural world. They 
also began to wonder about issues of authorship. The classic 
example is the traditional understanding that Moses wrote 
the first five books of the Old Testament, even though one of 
those books includes the story of Moses’s death (Deuterono-
my 34:5–8)! This “historical-critical” approach to the Bible 
has challenged Christians and Jews ever since, and Armstrong 
presents this history carefully because of this period’s lasting 
effects. Simply put (but read the book for Armstrong’s clear 
and rich explanation), the advent of historical-critical Bible 
study has led to divisions between those who accept this sci-
entific approach and those who reject it. One particularly 
strong reaction came in the 1880s from those who argued for 
a literal reading of the Bible and the inerrancy of every word 
and fact in the Bible. This “fundamentalism” has been with 
Christianity ever since.
 A particularly interesting section of the book was the 
chapters “Gospel” and “Midrash.” The first of these two 
explores the beginnings of Christianity and the writings 
that were being formed—the letters of St. Paul (which are 
the oldest writings in the New Testament) and the Gospels 
themselves—for this new community. The latter chapter 
explores the same period in the Jewish community, which 
was striving to preserve its teachings, rituals, and interpreta-
tion of the Hebrew Scripture (the Old Testament) as it faced 
the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 ad and the 
growth of Christianity. These two chapters remind us of the 
Jewish roots of Christianity and the eventual separation of 
the followers of Jesus from Judaism itself.
 Recognizing that the challenge of the Bible is not so 
much the text as how it is interpreted, Armstrong explores this 
theme throughout the book. She rushes through moments of 
Church history, pointing out that the differing interpreta-

The Bible: a Biography
Reviewed by Anton C. Vrame, PhD
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Established: 1910•	
Grades: pre-K–8•	
number of students: 176•	
Number of teachers: 14 full-time certified •	
teachers with bachelor’s or master’s level 
preparation
other staff: 1 teacher assistant, 1 •	
custodian, 1 administrative assistant
Cost: $3875 per child/yearly tuition, •	
$475 afternoon Greek language program, 
multiple child discount
accreditation: Fully accredited by the •	
State of illinois

Koraes
Elementary
  School  
            Palos Hills, IL

Mrs. Mary Zaharis, MEd, has been the 
administrator of Koraes Elementary School for five 
years. She holds several teaching certifications and has 
the honor of being a Teacher of the Year finalist.

tions of scriptural passages have caused many schisms and di-
visions. For example, in the early Church, Marcion rejected 
the Old Testament and St. Irenaeus (in the early second cen-
tury) refuted Marcion’s position and gave us one of our earli-
est lists of authentic scriptural books (called a “canon”). But 
the definitive list of books would not be finalized until the 
time of St. Athanasius, in the fourth century. Armstrong also 
reminds us that the Bible is not always consistent on some 
topics. For example, in the eighth century debate over icons, 
both iconoclasts and iconophiles found plenty of material in 
the Bible to support their positions. Finally, we know that 
interpretation has changed over time, such as the Christian 
attitude toward slavery (see St. Paul’s epistle to Philemon): 
slavery was accepted in the New Testament, but, of course, it 
is no longer.
 Armstrong’s biography of the Bible, brief as it may be, 
provides a rich overview and introduction. Because biblical 
study has its own terminology, the reader will find the glos-
sary at the end of the book extremely useful. For those begin-
ning biblical study, The Bible: A Biography is a good place to 
start. It will challenge some “Sunday school” lessons, but that 
should lead to deeper study, encouraging us to read the Bible 
carefully and with the appreciation that every generation of 
readers has found new insights in it, even as they ponder the 
wisdom from the past readers and interpretations.

Book author:	  Karen Armstrong

Publisher:	  Atlantic Monthly Press, 2007

Dr. Anton C. Vrame is the Director of the Department of Re-
ligious Education for the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of Amer-
ica.
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The Adamantios Koraes Elementary School was 
founded in 1910 under the auspices of Saints 
Constantine and Helen Church in Chicago as 
a Greek-American parochial school. The pri-
mary goal of our school is to promote intel-

lectual development, reinforce cultural awareness and social 
responsibility, and, foremost, to inculcate the moral and ethi-
cal values of our Greek Orthodox faith. Students are exposed 
to a rigorous, traditional curriculum in which they are taught 
to think analytically and critically as they master the subjects 
of reading, math, science and social studies. They are also 
taught the Greek language and the history and geography 
of Greece. Children leave Koraes with profound reverence 
for the Orthodox 
faith and respect for 
our Greek heritage 
and culture. Koraes 
is a pre-kindergarten 
through eighth grade 
school and offers 
other special classes 
throughout the day 
such as physical edu-
cation, music, art, 
and technology.
 Our teachers are 
all certified by the 
State of Illinois and 
range from newer 
graduates of teaching 
programs to teachers 
who have a great deal of experience. Many of our teachers hold 
a master’s degree in education and all hold at least a bachelor’s 
degree in teaching.
 All of our students are baptized in the Orthodox Church 
and are mostly of Greek heritage. Our school family actively 
lives the Orthodox Church calendar and faith. We attend 
either Church services or prayer services at least once each 
week, keep the fasts, and receive the sacrament of confession 
twice each year. Each new school year begins with the Agi-
asmos (Blessing of Water) service, and each day begins with 
prayer.
 We are entirely a commuter school, and many of our 
families travel 35–40 miles each day to attend our school. 

Our parent community is very active and vital to the finan-
cial support of our school. Increasingly, it has become finan-
cially difficult for parents to make the choice to send their 
children to a private school. We applaud our families for the 
sacrifices they make to have their children in a Greek Ortho-
dox environment on a daily basis. Outside resources are very 
limited for private schools; therefore, our school continually 
finds it difficult to meet the challenges posed by the financial 
demands of educating children. Our parish and our parent 
group have been vital to providing the funds needed to keep 
our school open. Together we strive to give our students the 
best possible educational opportunities and environment.
 The fruit of our labors in developing excellent, well-

rounded individuals 
can be seen through-
out the years as our 
children move from 
the elementary set-
ting to secondary 
and postsecondary 
educational settings. 
Koraes graduates are 
frequently found on 
honor rolls in both 
the public and pri-
vate high schools that 
they attend. Koraes 
graduates often top 
the lists for the spots 
of valedictorian and 
salutatorian as they 

graduate from high school. Most recently, we are proud to 
report that one of our Koraes graduates is now beginning his 
sophomore year at Harvard University.
 In conclusion, although excellence in education is 
promoted at our school, it is most important to note that 
throughout the history of Koraes, our children have devel-
oped lifelong friendships and made the Church integral to 
their lives. As they interact with our clergy and Church life 
on a daily basis, living Orthodoxy just becomes part of their 
lives. Koraes graduates move on to become leaders in our 
churches and respected members of our communities. Visit 
our Web site at www.koraes.org to see the other programs 
that the school offers.

koraes Elementary School
Faith, Family and Education Since 1910
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His All Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch 
Bartholomew, Pope Benedict XVI and 
other Christian leaders opened the “Year of 
St. Paul” on June 29 in anticipation of the 
2000th anniversary of the saint’s birth, on 

June 29, 2009. St. Paul is a critical figure in the development 
of Christianity. His life and ministry spread the Gospel be-
yond Palestine. His writings comprise half of the New Testa-
ment. Almost every epistle reading in the Orthodox Church 
is an excerpt from one of his writings. St. Paul’s theological 
ideas continue to be studied and debated by scholars even as 
they teach and inspire Christians throughout the world.

Who WaS St. Paul?
Saul of Tarsus was born “an Israelite of the tribe of Ben-
jamin” (Phil 3:5). Tarsus was a city in Cilicia, Asia Minor 
(Turkey). According to different texts in the New Testament, 
Saul studied in Jerusalem under Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), 
was a Pharisee (Phil 3:5), supported himself financially on 
his travels (1 Cor 9:13–15) as a tentmaker (Acts 18:3), and 
was a Roman citizen (Acts 22:25). Saul was a witness to the 

martyrdom of Stephen the Deacon (Acts 7:57–8:3). He was 
an active persecutor of the first Christians (Gal 1:13) before 
his conversion to faith in Jesus in Christ.
     There are three stories of Saul’s conversion. The first is 
Acts 9:1–20, when Saul hears the words, “Saul, Saul, why are 
you persecuting me?” The second version is Paul’s testimony 
to a crowd in Jerusalem (Acts 22:1–22) and the third is when 
he spoke to King Agrippa (Acts 26:1–24) before the king 
sent him as a prisoner to Rome. The name “Paul,” which the 
saint adopted as he began his missionary work, is the Greco-
Roman version of Saul.
 St. Paul became a missionary for the Christian faith al-

most immediately after his conversion. According to the Acts 
of the Apostles, St. Paul made three missionary journeys. 
In them, he traveled throughout the Mediterranean world, 
through Asia Minor, Cyprus, Greece and Macedonia. One 
of the key issues that he faced as he preached throughout 
the Greco-Roman world was whether the new Gentile Chris-
tians would have to submit to the Mosaic Law. Paul attended 
the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15), which was a meeting of 

a year of St. Paul
    By Anton C. Vrame, PhD

Patriarch Bartholomew and Pope Benedict XVi on June 29, 2008, at the Vatican, open the year of St. Paul.

PraXiS w Fall 2008page 24



the first Apostles, including 
St. Peter, where the issue was 
decided.
     St. Paul was arrested in 
Jerusalem (Acts 21:17–26) 
because he brought Gentiles 
into the Temple, a capital 
offense. The Roman army in 
Jerusalem intervened to pre-
vent the Jewish authorities 
from killing Paul. As a Ro-
man citizen, Paul claimed 
his right to trial in Rome by 
the emperor. After two years’ 
imprisonment, Paul was fi-
nally sent by ship to Rome. 
On that journey, he was 
shipwrecked at Malta and 
preached the Gospel there 
(Acts 28) before he finally 
arrived in Rome. There he 
spent two years under house 
arrest, supporting himself 
and preaching the Gospel. 
According to Tradition, St. 
Paul was beheaded in Rome during the reign of Emperor 
Nero. The Church of St. Paul Outside the Walls in Rome is 
the traditional site of St. Paul’s martyrdom. The church was 
first built on this site by Emperor Constantine the Great. The 
Feast of St. Paul is June 29.

WhiCh BookS oF thE nEW tEStaMEnt did 
hE WritE?
There are twenty-seven books in the New Testament. In the 
Tradition of the Church, St. Paul wrote fourteen of them:

Romans
1 Corinthians
2 Corinthians
Galatians
Ephesians
Philippians
Colossians

The letters of St. Paul are older than the four Gospels. In fact, 
the oldest description of the Last Supper is found in 1 Corin-
thians 11:17–34. Modern scholars, studying these texts very 
closely for their form, use of language and ideas, do not dis-
pute that St. Paul actually wrote Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthi-
ans, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon. 
They are less certain about the others. Since the formation 

of the New Testament (by St. 
Athanasios the Great in 367 
ad), the authorship of the 
Book of Hebrews has never 
been established firmly.

     St. Paul also wrote letters 
that no longer exist. For ex-
ample, in Colossians 4:16, he 
encourages the community 
to read the letter he wrote to 
the church in Laodicea. This 
poses an interesting question 
for us today: if this letter were 
ever found and deemed au-
thentic, would we add a new 
book to the New Testament?

What arE SoME iM-
Portant thEMES in 
hiS WritinGS?
By studying the ministry of 
St. Paul, as described in Acts 
of the Apostles, and his writ-
ings, found in the letters, we 

can learn a great deal about the first Christians and how they 
addressed the issues they faced in their new faith. Many of 
these lessons remain important for Christians today. Paul, 
generally, was not attempting to write a systematic presenta-
tion of the Christian faith. His addressed his teachings and 
letters to particular communities, such as the Galatians or 
the Corinthians, responding to specific issues or questions. 
Although we can often discern the question from the answer 
St. Paul offered—such as whether Christians should obey 
the Mosaic Law—sometimes it’s more difficult to identify 
his reasons for writing. But we can see recurrent themes in 
St. Paul’s thought:

Who is Jesus?
Because St. Paul was a missionary, preaching the Gospel to 
Jews and Gentiles who had no knowledge of Jesus Christ, 
Paul regularly teaches about the identity of Jesus. We find 
this often in his speeches in the Acts of the Apostles, such as 
his teaching in the synagogue in Thessalonica (Acts 17:1–5) 
and his speech to the Greeks at the Areopagus in Athens 
(Acts 17:16–32).

What is the Church?
Most of us are familiar with the idea of the Church as the 
Body of Christ, found in 1 Corinthians 12:12, but this idea is 
also found in Romans 12:4–5, Ephesians 4:14–16 and Colos-

1 Thessalonians
2 Thessalonians
1 Timothy
2 Timothy
Titus
Philemon
Hebrews

one of the oldest surviving manuscripts of the new testament 
is the Codex Vaticanus. this manuscript was written around 350 
ad, just as the new testament as we know it today was formed. 
this page shows 2 thessalonians 3:11–18 and hebrews 1:1–2:2.
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NEW for the

Christmas Season
from the DEPARTMENT of RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

From the Bible we can learn a great deal about St. Joseph. 
He is called a carpenter in some texts. He was betrothed 
to Mary, and they traveled to the city of his ancestors, 
Bethlehem, because he was from the family of King David 
(Luke 2:4). On the eighth day after Jesus’s birth, Joseph 
gave Jesus His name. On the fortieth day, Joseph took 
Mary and Jesus to Jerusalem for the rites of purification; 
read Luke 2:21–25 to find out how this is related to the 
icon. Protecting his family from King Herod—who was so 
afraid of the Messiah that he ordered the slaughter of the 
innocents—Joseph fled with his family to Egypt and later 
resettled in Nazareth (Matthew 2:13–23). The last time we 
hear about Joseph is when Jesus was twelve years old: Joseph 
took his family to Jerusalem for Passover (Luke 2:41–49). 
A tradition states that Joseph lived to an advanced age but 
died before Jesus entered His public ministry (when He 
was around thirty years old). The feast of St. Joseph is the 
Sunday after the Nativity. 

Christ is born, glorify Him! Christ 
comes from heaven, meet Him! 
Christ is on earth, be exalted!
O all the earth, be sing to the 
Lord, and all people, sing praises in 
gladness, for He has been glorified.

5

St. Joseph

St. Nicholas was Bishop of Myra, a city near the 
Mediterranean coast of modern-day Turkey, in the early 
fourth century. We do not have precise details about his 
life. We believe he came from a wealthy family and used 
his inheritance to help the poor. He was a priest during 
the days before Christianity was legalized, surviving through 
many periods of persecution of Christians. As the Bishop of 
Myra, Nicholas was loved by the people, especially for his 
charitable works. According to tradition, Nicholas attended 
the First Ecumenical Council held in Nicaea in 325. There, 
during a debate about the teachings of Arius (which were 
later declared false), Nicholas became angry and struck 
Arius in front of Emperor Constantine. This assault was a 
criminal offense. Nicholas was placed in jail and defrocked 
by the other bishops who were at the council. During the 
night, all of the bishops (and, in one version of the story, 
the emperor as well) had the same dream. In the dream, 
the Theotokos handed Nicholas a copy of the Gospels and 
his bishop’s stole (omophorion). The next day, the bishops 
released Nicholas from jail and restored him to his position. 
He died on December 6, 343.

4

Good St. Nick

St. Nicholas

    any of the traditions about Santa Claus 
come from the life of St. Nicholas and his 
charitable work. One of the stories about 
St. Nicholas involves how the saint helped a 
father with three daughters. The father had 
become poor and did not have dowries for 
his daughters—and it was almost impossible 
to get married without a dowry. The father 
feared that his daughters would never be 
married or, worse, that they would wind up 
as prostitutes. St. Nicholas heard about this 
family and, not wanting to embarrass the 
father, put three bags of gold coins into the 
house at different times. In one version of 
the story, he dropped the bags down the 

chimney. In another version, he 
placed the bags into the girls’ 
stockings that had been hung 
to dry by the fireplace. Finally, 
the father caught St. Nicholas 
leaving a bag of gold. St. 
Nicholas told the father to 
thank God for the gift. As 
the news of what St. Nicholas 
had done traveled around the 
city, people began to suspect that the 
saint was leaving many anonymous gifts 
in people’s homes. After St. Nicholas died, 
people began to give gifts to the poor 
anonymously.

M

TO ORDER NOW:
Call

(800) 566-1088

E-mail
religioused@goarch.org

Fax
(617) 850-1489

Unwrap the story of Christ’s birth to reveal 
the fullness of the Incarnation behind the 

“Christmas story” of pageants. The latest full-color 
zine from the Department of Religious Education 
begins with the Annunciation and then follows the 
seasonal calendar through the Nativity, Theophany 
and the Presentation of the Lord. The text unpacks 
the meaning of the Incarnation through icons, 
scripture readings and hymns for each feast. Special 
features on each page illuminate traditions (such 
as the Vasilopita and home blessings) and lives of 
saints involved in the celebration.

Suitable for ages 12 and up—for use in the 
classroom, during retreats or at home.
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Teacher Guide $9.95 each

Chi ld is Born
FOR TO US A

Chi ld is Born
FOR TO US A



sians 3:15. St. Paul was trying to explain to the new Chris-
tians what it means to be a member of this new community; 
how each member is valuable; how each member is equal; how 
each member is capable of offering something; and how lead-
ers should lead (see Rom 8, Rom 12, 1 Cor 12 and Eph 4).

What does it Mean to be a Follower of Christ?
St. Paul addressed many of the personal questions that Chris-
tians had—and that we continue to have today. The letter to 
the Galatians is a particularly powerful explanation of the 
issues of freedom and legalism. In the letter to the Romans 
(especially chapters 5–6), St. Paul discusses sin and forgive-
ness through baptism.

tEaChinG St. Paul
a travel diary
Obtain a map of the Mediterranean world in the first century 
ad. Trace Paul’s missionary journeys (there are even maps 
with the journeys highlighted). Using drawings or photos 

from the Internet or travel guides, create a travel diary of 
Paul’s journeys, lifting excerpts from the speeches in Acts 
or the epistles. Tell the story from the perspective of one of 
his traveling companions, a laborer or sailor on the ship, or 
one of the residents of the places he visited. The diary can be 
made in book or booklet form. The travelogue could also be 
presented in posters. Additional posters could be made about 
the cities and places that St. Paul visited. (Middle school or 
junior high.)

Bible Study
In St. Paul’s letters, you will find many important passages 
for study. Among them are Romans 6:3–11; 1 Corinthians 
12:4–13; Galatians 5:16–25; Philippians 2:5–11; Colossians 
1:15–20; 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18; and 1 Timothy 3:1–13. 
Begin a Bible study around these key passages, exploring how 
the Church has understood them through the centuries and 
in the liturgical life of the Church. Explore what they mean 
for Orthodox Christians today. (Junior high and up.)

a street in ancient Ephesus, where St. Paul preached.
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M
ore and more people today recognize 
the importance of service-learning 
in shaping young people’s hearts and 
minds. This is as true in the Orthodox 
Church as it is in civic and other con-

texts. Increasingly, those responsible for Christian educa-
tion in local parishes are realizing that service-learning is 
a key means of bridging the gap between the content of the 
Orthodox faith—taught in homilies, Sunday school, youth 
group discussions, and so on—and the commission to ac-
tively live out our faith in the world. Participating in local 

service projects and short-term mission trips have proven 
to be effective ways to teach young people experientially 
how to be a light of Christ in a broken, sinful world.
 For example, an Orthodox child who has grown up 
hearing Christ’s parable of the Last Judgment (Matt 25:31–
46) can gain new insights into what it means to minister to 
the “least of these” by serving in a soup kitchen or volun-
teering at an orphanage.
 In the context of Christian education, Christ Himself 
offers us the supreme example of service-learning in His 
teaching of the twelve apostles. The Gospel of Luke tells 

Shaping Hearts and Minds
Maximizing the Impact of Local Service Projects

By Jordan Henderson
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us that Christ “went on through cities and villages, preach-
ing and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. And 
the twelve were with Him” (Luke 8:1). In addition to teach-
ing through sermons and example, Jesus also involves the 
disciples in His work, preparing them for the ministry they 
would be called to do following His death and resurrection.
 However, when it comes to making disciples of young 
people, not all service-learning activities are created equal. 
You can plan service projects for youth groups and Sunday 
school classes to will the impact these experiences have on 
the participants.
 For instance, a student serving at a soup kitchen may 
gain even greater insight into what it means to love the poor 
if, instead of just working in the serving line, he also sits 
down with the people he is serving, shares a meal with them, 
and attempts to get to know them. Then it is possible for 
the people he is serving to be seen not only as the poor, the 
homeless, the other, but also as fellow human beings made in 
the image of God.

The following steps will help you to design service-
learning projects that effectively involve members of your 
Sunday school or youth group in witnessing Christ to the 
world.

1. CHooSIng THE MInISTRY SITE
When selecting a ministry site for your service project, 
there are several questions to keep in mind:

What type of project will inspire your young people 
to live out their faith in Christ? Projects in which 
students can see some of the results of their labor 
will be more meaningful. Passing out sandwiches 
to hungry homeless people is usually more mov-
ing than simply making sandwiches at a church and 
then shipping them to a local soup kitchen. In the 
former example, the students personally feed the 
hungry, whereas in the latter they are merely help-
ing the hungry to be fed.

What type of project will give students the most 
interaction with the people they are serving? 
Unfortunately, the way we approach the poor as 
Orthodox Christians is often very similar to the 
rabbi’s prayer for the tsar in the musical Fiddler on 
the Roof: “May the Lord bless and keep the poor . 
. . far away from us!” An effective service project 
breaks down the “us-and-them” approach to the 
poor. By choosing a ministry site in which students 
can personally interact with those they are serving, 
we can shatter stereotypes and divisions separating 
groups of people, permitting students to see the 
ministry’s clients as fellow human beings created 
in God’s image, and themselves as fellow sinners 
just as much in need of God’s grace as those they 
are serving.

Can the group be involved in a long-term service 
ministry? Although it is good to have a variety of 
service-learning opportunities, choosing projects to 
which students can return again and again to work 
is important because it gives them the opportunity 
to develop relationships with the people they are 
serving. Also, although distributing sandwiches one 
time will alleviate someone’s hunger for a few hours, 
the needs of the hungry or the homeless will not be 
solved with one visit to a shelter. It is also instructive 
to the participants in that it shows them the impor-
tance of continually being a witness of Christ’s love 
throughout our lives, and not just while we are at a 
youth group service project. Rescue missions and 
soup kitchens are often good places to start in choos-
ing ministry sites.

1. 

2.

3.
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2. ConTaCTIng THE MInISTRY SITES
Local listings for ministry sites such as soup kitchens can 
be found in the phone book or on the Internet. Most plac-
es will have a volunteer coordinator that can help you set 
an appointment for your service project. Begin by asking 
about the ministry site’s volunteer guidelines. Some have 
age restrictions or other requirements. Next, you will need 
to know about their safety guidelines. What precautions do 
they take to ensure the safety of their volunteers, especially 
minors? Finally, be specific about the type of service project 
that interests your group. Ask the volunteer coordinator if 
your group could serve in such a capacity that you will be 
able to interact with the people being served. For instance, if  
the site is a soup kitchen, ask if after you finish serving, your 
group could sit down and visit with the people being served 
there and perhaps even share the meal with them. Another 
idea is to ask if a representative from the site could speak 
to your group about the ministry and the people who are 
served there. When volunteer coordinators see that you are 
interested in maximizing the impact of the service project 
on your youth group, they are usually very willing to help 
you do this.

3. CaLMIng THE PaREnTS
When coordinating a service project, you are almost guaran-
teed to hear from some worried parents. Be ready to answer 
any and all questions about safety precautions. Parental no-
tification in writing, along with a liability release form for 
parents to sign, is a necessity. No doubt, some adults from 
your parish will participate in the project in a supervisory 
capacity. Another good idea would be to have a parents’ 
meeting to discuss the project and answer questions.

4. ConTExTuaLIzIng THE ExPERIEnCE
This is perhaps the most important aspect of a successful 
service project, and yet the one that so many people neglect. 
When young people serve in contexts in which they are 
exposed to forms of poverty they have never experienced 
before, it will inevitably raise many troubling questions for 
them: Why does God allow some to suffer so much more 
than others? Why is there so much poverty and suffering in 
the world? Why do some have so much more than others do? 
It is important to help the students wrestle with these ques-
tions and contextualize them in an Orthodox worldview. 
Therefore, all service projects should be preceded by an ori-
entation, in which the students are prepared for what they 
will experience on the project, and followed by a debriefing, 
in which the students can freely discuss their experience and 
the questions it raises for them as Christians. In your debrief-
ings, focus not only on what the students learned through 
their experience, but also on how this experience teaches 

them to live every day of their lives as Orthodox Christians. 
Let the students know that loving and serving the “least of 
these” is not something we only do while we are on a service 
project, but every day throughout our lives. Again, Christ 
Himself offers us the supreme model for contextualizing 
service-learning activities. When He sends out the twelve, 
He begins by telling them what they are going to do and 
what they can expect. After returning, they are debriefed, 
“report[ing] to Jesus what they had done” (Luke 8:10).

5. ConTInuIng THE DISCuSSIon
It is very common for people to have meaningful experi-
ences on a service projects, but then forget about it when 
they return to their busy lives of school, family, friends, and 
so on. But we must remember that this is a service-learning 
activity. The point is not simply to give young people the 
opportunity to serve, but to help them learn from the experi-
ence about how to live as Orthodox Christians. For this rea-
son, it is important to follow up with the young people about 
their experience after the project is complete. As the weeks 
pass by, participants should be given the opportunity to 
study Scripture, the lives of saints, and other elements of the 
Orthodox Tradition related to these matters. For example, 
St. Basil the Great wrote powerful sermons on the responsi-
bility of Christians toward the poor. St. Philothei of Athens 
worked to rescue Christian women from slavery during the 
Ottoman occupation of Greece. In addition, students should 
begin to ask questions and study the societal conditions that 
lead to these social ills. The point of service-learning should 
be more than saying, “Thank God, I’m better off than these 
people,” and then returning to complacency.
 Living out the Gospel, like many other things, is best 
taught by experience and example. Engaging your youth 
groups in local service projects can be a wonderful way to 
involve them in the Church’s mission to bear witness to the 
love of Christ throughout the world. By careful planning 
and reflection, you can turn these service projects into life-
changing experiences.

Jordan Henderson is the Program Director of Orthodox 
Youth Outreach, a short-term mission agency of the Antio-
chian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of North America. 
He has helped coordinate more than fifty short-term mission 
trips to cities throughout the United States, as well as many 
other countries around the world. For more information, 
visit www.orthodoxyouthoutreach.net. He is also Director of 
Service Learning for Orthodox Christian Fellowship. His e-
mail is jordan@ocf.net.
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I
n the coming issues of PRAXIS, we hope to begin 
guiding our readers to a greater understanding of key 
educational ideas and concepts that may make the task 
of “handing forward” the Orthodox faith. If there is 
something specific about religious education that you 

would like answered in this column, feel free to write the Edi-
tor of PRAXIS.

Key Question: Why do we educate in the Church at all?
There could be many ways of stat-
ing the goal of education in the life 
of the Orthodox Church. In the 
mid-1980s, the Department of Re-
ligious Education of the Greek Or-
thodox Archdiocese developed the 
following statement:

The purpose of Ortho-
dox Christian Education 
(catechesis) is to help build 
up the Church, the Body 
of Christ, by nurturing 
every person in the life of 
personal communion with 
the Holy Trinity (theosis), 
and thus, through this 
ministry, to bear joyful 
witness to God’s loving 
and redeeming work in 
the world. Being only one 
part of the total life of the 
Church, Christian educa-
tion is effective in the con-
text of living faith in the home and the local 
parish. Living faith is concretely expressed 
through all believers—bishops, priests, par-
ents, teachers, parish leaders, youth leaders, 
and all Orthodox Christians seeking to know 
and to live the new life in Christ by the pow-
er of the Holy Spirit.

Key Term: Curriculum
People often ask, “When will the curriculum be finished?” 
The glib answer would be, “When the student has learned ev-
erything!” Really, the question points to how most of us have 
confused and conflated the term “curriculum” with “text-

book.” Offices regularly say that they have produced a “new 
curriculum” on a topic. What they mean is a book, resource 
guide, a program guide for an activity, or some other product 
with information or set of instructions for people to follow 
when working with a specific topic or audience. So what does 
“curriculum” really mean?
 “Curriculum” is from a Latin word, currere, which 
means to run a course, like a racecourse or track. It refers 
to the path that one follows. In education, a curriculum is an 

entire course of study that one fol-
lows in order to achieve or acquire 
the objectives of the program. For 
example, if you were studying to 
become a physician, the entire pro-
gram of medical school comprises 
the curriculum, including the aca-
demic courses, the study groups, 
the clinics, the labs, the internship 
and residency, and the manner of 
instruction. All of these elements 
transmit the knowledge and create 
the experiences that prepare some-
one to practice medicine. What 
happens in the entire life of the 
school or classroom comprises its 
curriculum. What happens in one 
day of that life is just one episode 
in that curriculum. A textbook is 
just one dimension of that curricu-
lum.
 Applying this to the Church, 
then, means that the life of the par-
ish is the curriculum for teaching 

people what it means to be an Orthodox Christian. The cur-
riculum of the parish is its life of worship, its social programs 
for its members, its service to the world, and its witness of 
the Orthodox Church and faith to others. All of these together 
teach the Orthodox faith. So, if you were to read all of the 
books about Orthodox Christianity that you could find, but 
never attended the Divine Liturgy, participated in it, or re-
ceived Holy Communion, your education would be deficient. 
The intentional programs of schooling, classes, lectures, Bible 
studies and so on are just one dimension of this curriculum. In 
a Sunday Church school program, the curriculum is what hap-
pens from the moment the students gather until they depart, 
which includes far more than the textbook used in class.

Religious Education Basics
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The Sacrament of Marriage and Family, and 
Birthrights of Children and our Bodies

By Melissa Lynch

Before the account of the fall of man in the book 
of Genesis, we are given the perfect vision of the 
primordial and sacramental design. “A man shall 
leave his father and mother and be joined to his 
wife; and they shall become one flesh” (Gen 2:24). 

For it is through the marital union, man and woman, created 
and blessed by God, that children are born into the nurturing 
design God intended. The gift of this vision was passed down to 
us, and it remains our aim for the 
completion of the world, which is 
now far detached and shattered by 
the self-centered movement of the 
fall. We have since become alien 
to ourselves, our bodies, our mor-
al and spiritual knowledge, and 
our truest gifts. We have forgot-
ten the commandment, “Honor 
your father and your mother that 
your days may be long upon the 
land which the Lord your God 
is giving you” (Exod 20:12). We 
have detached ourselves from our 
parents, children, communities, 
friends and, sadly, our very bod-
ies. Through this isolation, we 
have forgotten or disregarded our 
heritage of wisdom. We have lost 
sight of the revelation of values 
and morals, observed and made 
known throughout the genera-
tions of humankind. Indeed, we 
have become so broken that we 
no longer see our interdependence 
and our duty to one other, nor do 
we acknowledge the natural law and design of God. We have 
reduced our bodies to commodities (including sperm and egg), 
and we have subjected our children, our inheritors, to our con-
fusion and contempt. Indeed, we have made our children vul-
nerable and conceded that their value resides in money; we have 
allowed them to be sold.
 In our distracting battle over the definition of marriage, 
we may have forgotten the repercussions unleashed on our chil-
dren. The prophet Isaiah asks, “Can a mother forget the baby at 
her breast and have no compassion on the child she has borne? 

Though she may forget, I will not forget you! See, I have en-
graved you on the palms of my hands; your walls are ever before 
me” (Isa 49:15–16). Though we may no longer remember our 
purpose as guardians and creators, and though we might regard 
our birthright, our children, as a burden rather than a gift, chil-
dren remain an inheritance of marital life. Isaiah reminds us that 
even if we forget to love and nurture our children, they remain 
God’s children and reside with Him, in His will. However, un-

der the dominion of men, children are 
reduced to commerce and their rights 
are forced silent.
 The sacramental law, which re-
sides in the revelation of universal or 
natural law, has come to be dominat-
ed by a self-centered human imposi-
tion, which seeks its own glory and 
gratification before the acknowledge-
ment of purpose and design. This sev-
ered and damaged human legislation 
enforces an inconsistent and defective 
perception of “rights” over the pri-
mordial intention and propagation of 
humanity made known through our 
observation and sensitivity to life. The 
inconsistency of this legislation will 
unfold with detrimental repercussions 
and consequences that will harm all 
of us. It places our most vulnerable 
ones, our children, at the highest risk, 
because they remain voiceless, and 
many live without the protection of 
their parents. Too often, there is no 
blood relation to guard their rights. 
Under this new legislated fallacy, 

blood relations and genetics are simply disregarded. Human be-
ings (men and women) are determined to be exactly the same; 
genetics and gender are not recognized. Men and women, boys 
and girls, have lost their divinely created crown of purpose and 
uniqueness before God, through their gender. Our sacred de-
sign, which was anointed in the divine vision and made known 
through birthright, now passes without recognition under the 
dominion of men; “So Adam called his wife’s name Eve [Life], 
because she was the mother of all living” (Gen 3:20). Males and 
females are now incontestably interchangeable, and the creative 
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functions of their bodies belong to the government and the city. 
Human bodies and their anatomical abilities can be bought and 
sold, manipulated and forced, legislated and removed. Genetics 
and blood ties no longer have the recognition and authority giv-
en in their birthright; the primordial design that naturally leads 
to the creation and bonding of family is undermined, owned 
and operated. This leads to subjection of the poor, the owner-
ship of the bodies of women and men, and the trade of children. 
This system of abuse is validated through our legislation and the 
arrogant and volatile “evolved thinking” of our judges, who are 
responsible for the protection of humanity.
 By placing legislation above natural law, our judges have 
legitimated the trade of children, birthrights and democracy, 
rather than acting to protect them. Instead of recovering and 
healing the sacred vision, we are falling further into confusion 
and separation from our Creator. The fragmentation of our 
weakened humanity and our family bonds has advocated the 
denial of genetics and bloodlines. The wise proverb reminds 
us, “He who justifies the wicked, and he who condemns the 
just, both of them alike are an abomination to the Lord” (Prov 
17:15). Children have been reduced to a commodity for trade, 
rather than a cherished as the consecration of our inheritance 
given through marriage.
 In the sacramental vision, all of humanity is connected by 
spiritual bonds, which reside in our moral center, our heart. 
We are connected by our values and in Christianity through 
our divine teacher, Christ. Our spirituality and faith is a choice 
that bonds us to one other; it cannot be forced or legislated; in-
deed, Christianity is an honor system. Human bonds exist only 
through Christ, and this relation is as life-giving as blood. In 
the Judeo-Christian tradition, blood has always been essential 
for the bonds of humanity and mysteriously essential for life. 
Blood was recognized in genealogy, in the menstrual cycles of 
women, in the sacrifices of animals and, vitally, in the commu-
nion cup. Blood was and is life-giving for all, and it remains the 
eternal symbol of our connection to one another and to Jesus, 
for those who reside in our Christian spiritual family. Indeed, 
it is our blood that provides close kinship, and the communion 
of bloodlines and birthrights is broken under legislation that 
dismisses familial custody of children as the unique birthright 
of men and women in a marital union. For those of us partak-
ing in the spiritual family of Christ, we are united by our values 
given by Him. Furthermore, our bloodline is through Him: it is 
the blood of the covenant, which we partake and share in com-
munion, “for we, though many, are one bread and one body; for 
we all partake of that one bread” (1 Cor 10:17). In our tradition 
we believe His blood heals and unites us:

Grace and peace be multiplied to you in the 
knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord, as 
His divine power has given to us all things 
that pertain to life and godliness through the 

knowledge of Him who call us by glory and 
virtue, by which have been given to us exceed-
ingly great and precious promises, that through 
these you may be partakers of the divine nature, 
having escaped the corruption that is in the 
world through lust. But also for this very reason, 
giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue, to 
virtue knowledge, to knowledge self-control, to 
self-control perseverance, to perseverance god-
liness, to godliness brotherly kindness, and to 
brotherly kindness love. For if these things are 
yours and abound, you will be neither barren 
nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. For he who lacks these things is 
shortsighted, even to blindness, and has for-
gotten that he was cleansed from his old sins. 
Therefore, brethren, be even more diligent to 
make you call and election sure, for if you do 
these things you will never stumble; for so an 
entrance will be supplied to you abundantly 
into the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ (2 Pet 1:2–11).

In our time, we must remain knowledgeable and vigilant of 
what is good and true. We must remain close to God and close 
to one another. Jesus teaches us, “Here are My mother and My 
brothers! For whoever does the will of My Father in heaven is 
My brother and sister and mother” (Matt 12:49–50). He will 
know us.

Cases and Web sites to consider:
“008-6-061 - Miller-Jenkins v. Miller-Jenkins,” •	 Vir-
ginia Lawyers Weekly (June 6, 2008), accessed at www.
valawyersweekly.com/vasc-opinions/2008/06/06/008-
6-061-miller-jenkins-v-miller-jenkins/
“Va. Will Let Vt. Decide Visitation for Lesbian Par-•	
ent,” Washington Post (November 29, 2006), p. A08, 
accessed at www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/con-
tent/article/2006/11/28/AR2006112802001.html
“Same-Sex Parenting is Harmful to Children Says •	
REAL Women of Canada,” Reality (March/April 
2004), accessed at www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2004/
apr/040428c.html

Melissa Lynch was chrismated in the Orthodox Church in 2000 
after being raised Roman Catholic. She holds two Master’s degrees 
from Santa Clara University, one in Pastoral Ministry and another 
in Education. She works for the Roman Catholic Diocese of San 
Francisco as a Language Arts and Religion teacher. She is currently 
producing a literature middle school curriculum on the parables.
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Junior Division

Grades 7–9
In his First Baptismal Instruction (ch. 44), St. John 1. 
Chrysostom writes, “You must act and deliberate in 
all things with the knowledge that He is everywhere 
with you.” Discuss how a Christian can remain 
aware of the presence of God in his or her life.

“I grieve and am pained that all people do not know 2. 
Paul as much as they ought to know him,” writes St. 
John Chrysostom in his commentary on the epistle 
to the Romans. Discuss aspects of the life and 
ministry of St. Paul that show the importance and 
the need for the people of today to know St. Paul.

The ancient Greek word “agon” or “agonas” was 3. 
used to describe athletic activities. It was also 
employed by early Christians to describe the way a 
Christian should live. How does the effort to live a 
Christian life resemble an athletic activity?

St. John of Damascus wrote, “What the book does 4. 
for those who understand letters, the image does for 
the illiterate” (Treatise 1, Against the Iconoclasts). 
What is the proper relationship between the images 
one sees and the lifestyle one leads?

In November 1948, Archbishop Athenagoras of 5. 
America was elected Ecumenical Patriarch of 
Constantinople and enthroned in January 1949. 
Who was Patriarch Athenagoras of Constantinople 
and what is his legacy to the Orthodox Church and 
Christianity?

Senior Division

Grades 10–12
“All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for 1. 
teaching, for reproof, for correction and for training 
in righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16). Discuss how reading 
the Bible regularly can benefit a Christian today.

“Do you not know that you are God’s temple and 2. 
that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys 
God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s 
temple is holy and that temple you are” (1 Cor 3:16). 
How do you translate these words of St. Paul into a 
lifestyle in view of society’s obsession with totally 
different lifestyles?

Jesus said, “It is easier for a camel to go through 3. 
the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter 
the kingdom of God” (Matt 19:24). What is the 
appropriate attitude of a Christian toward money 
and wealth?

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, in his recent 4. 
book Encountering the Mystery, writes, “[t]he 
freedom of God determines and defines the freedom 
of humanity” (p. 126). In what sense does the 
freedom of God determine and define the freedom of 
humanity, and what are the practical consequences 
of this connection?

“I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in His word 5. 
I put my hope” (Ps 130:5, LXX). In light of the 
entire text of Psalm 130, what is hope and for what 
do Christians hope?

St. John Chrysostom 
oratorical Festival 2009 Topics

Saint John Chrysostom
Oratorical Festival

Topics, Tips & Bibliography
2008

Department of Religious Education
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from the direCtor

dear reader,

teaChinG younG Children

In 1847—yes, 1847—American Congregationalist minister 
Horace Bushnell published one of the first expressions of 
“religious education” as we would understand it. In his book, 
Christian Nurture, Bushnell argued against the “ostrich 
nurture” of children, which meant deserting children to 
fend for themselves, as the ostrich was thought to do with its 
eggs and chicks. In religious matters, children of Bushnell’s 
era (and Revivalist Protestant milieu) were often left on 
their own until they decided to choose whether to accept 
Christianity, usually in adolescence. Bushnell, who was 
intensely interested in the power of the family, preferred 
that parents create an environment in the home so “that the 
child is to grow up a Christian, and never know himself [or 
herself] as being otherwise.”*
 This powerful phrase points to the idea that learning 
to be an Orthodox Christian begins very, very early. The 
ancient Christian author Tertullian wrote, “Christians 
are made, not born.” Nurture points to the environmental 
forces that shape us. Christian nurture reminds us that 
one’s identity as an Orthodox Christian begins at home, in a 
family that strives to observe the Orthodox practices of faith 
handed down through the centuries: worship, prayer and 
sacramental participation; fasting and observance of other 
forms of piety; and philanthropic acts of charity and service. 
In our times, we should probably add learning and study to 
these three classic expressions. Reading the Bible, studying 
theological and religious writings, and generally working 
to acquire the content of faith can create an atmosphere at 
home where a child would “never know himself as anything 
other than” an Orthodox Christian.
 Christian nurture is also appropriate to parish life. 
Nurturing an Orthodox Christian identity happens in many 
ways for children: dressing up like a shepherd for the parish 
Christmas pageant; helping to decorate the kouvouklion 
on Holy Friday; helping out at parish events; participating 
in worship as altar servers or in a junior choir; attending 
Church school, VCS and church camp programs, and youth 

group. Socializing with other Orthodox Christians, regular 
attendance in worship and sacraments, and involvement in 
parish service projects connect children to the life of the 
Church, immersing them in the environment of Orthodoxy. 
Many of these are quite serious endeavors, but some can also 
be fun experiences for children, filled with a sense of play, 
laughter, good-spirited cooperation and sometimes even 
friendly competition. These experiences not only shape the 
child’s relationship to God, but they also create opportunities 
to form lifelong friendships in the community.
 The concept of nurture also reminds us of the importance 
of taking young children seriously as children. For them life 
is play—a concept that inspired many educators, from the 
founders of the kindergarten, Maria Montessori, and others. 
Children are not little adults, with the cognitive and emotional 
skills that you and I have developed. They approach matters 
of faith with the categories, concepts and mannerisms of 
children. Young children are curious about their world; they 
will ask deep questions—looking for simple answers—and 
make surprising declarations reflecting profound wisdom, 
and then go back to their juice box or favorite toy. In our 
attempts to nurture Orthodox Christian identities, we should 
also remember the playful dimensions of childhood.
 Christ encouraged his adult followers to maintain a 
childlike (not childish) faith, one that is accepting and joyous. 
Creating environments in the home and in the Church that 
foster faith and identity in a joyous manner characterizes 
Orthodox Christian nurture. It begins in childhood; it should 
extend throughout one’s entire life.

Anton C. Vrame, PhD
Director

* See Mary C. Boys, Educating in Faith: Maps and Visions (San 
Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989), pp. 40–43.
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