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 This is a famous page from the Khludov Psalter, made in Constantinople in the middle of the ninth 
century. Throughout the psalter there are images directed against iconoclasts. The Orthodox celebrate the 
victory over iconoclasm in 843 AD on the Sunday of Orthodoxy, the first Sunday of Great Lent. We can 
think of this victory as a triumph of the arts themselves.
 The upper image is a depiction of the Psalm 69:21, “They gave me gall to eat; and when I was thirsty 
they gave me vinegar to drink,” with a picture of a soldier offering the crucified Christ vinegar on a sponge 
attached to a pole. The lower image is a caricature of the last iconoclast patriarch of Constantinople, John 
the Grammarian (837–843), whitewashing an image of Christ with a similar sponge attached to a pole. 
Clearly the illustrator wants to make the connection between the soldier and the patriarch. John’s hair is 
straight and unruly, which was considered ridiculous by the Byzantines, with their elaborate coiffures.
 The psalter was kept at Mount Athos until 1847, when a Russian scholar brought it to Moscow. It was 
then acquired by Aleksey Khludov, a merchant, whose name it bears today.



If all meaning could be adequately expressed by words, the arts of painting and music 
would not exist.

John Dewey

What better thing can the people do than sing? I know of no better thing than this!
St. Augustine

Those who can read learn by means of writings. The uneducated learn by looking at 
holy icons. St. Gregory of Rome

Images are the books of the illiterate, the never silent heralds of the honor due the 
saints, teaching without the use of words those who gaze upon them. 

St. John of Damascus

Every visit to a church is a pilgrimage to a sacred place.
Paul Evdokimov

The icon is the point where spirit and visible form meet.
Dumitru Staniloae

Be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord.

Ephesians 5:18–19

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with 
our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, concerning 
the Word of life—the life was manifested, and we have seen, and bear witness, and 
declare to you . . . 1 John 1:1–2

We, in the guise of the apostles, were being instructed. . . . Their “seeing” instructed 
us, their “hearing” informed us, their “touching” strengthened us. Let us give thanks 
for the divine plan and the necessary “slowness” of the holy fathers. They “doubted” 
so that we need not doubt. St. Leo the Great

The Church exists in order to be always changing into that same reality that she 
manifests, the fulfillment of the invisible in the visible, the heavenly in the earthly, 
and the spiritual in the material.

 Fr. Alexander Schmemann

Truly the church is heaven upon earth; for where the throne of God is, where the 
awesome sacraments are celebrated, where the angels serve together with men, 
ceaselessly glorifying the Almighty, there is truly heaven.

St. John of Kronstadt

And let the beauty of the Lord our God be upon us,
And establish the work of our hands for us;
Yes, establish the work of our hands.

Psalm 90:17

Wisdom, Ancient And modern
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 This issue of Praxis magazine, a regular publication of our Archdiocese 
Department of Religious Education, considers the important role of “The 
Arts in the Orthodox Church.” Though the term “arts,” when standing 
alone, can be open to wide usage and interpretation, this issue of Praxis places 
this term in the specific context of religious education and our Orthodox 
Church. By providing this context, as illustrated by the many articles that 
follow, “the arts” is a precise term to reference not only the many, but also 
the specific ways related to aesthetic means by which we process our human 
understanding of God, and how we teach this understanding to others. 
 Artistic expression in the life of the Church, from the viewpoint of 
education and worship, is wide-ranging. Among some of these expressions 
are the sacred hymnology of the Church, the Holy Iconography, our church 
architecture, and the myriad of expressions by which we praise and glorify 
God through utilizing all of our human faculties and senses. Each of these 
expressions alone could be, and indeed are, the contents of thousands of 
books and treatises. This issue of Praxis offers us a broader survey of how all 

of these expressions, as “arts,” integrate learning, worship, and faith in a unique and most dynamic way.
 As always, I am thankful to the diligent staff of the Department of Religious Education for producing this welcome 
publication and for elaborating upon this topic in such lucid detail. I am also pleased that this issue includes another 
segment commemorating the Year of St. Paul, the great Apostle of Christ, as is only befitting of any periodical 
dedicated to the high and noble task of religious education. I pray that this issue of Praxis will edify all its readers, 
particularly those in the field of religious education, in appreciating the many ways in which we as Orthodox Christians 
understand and praise our great and Almighty God, a God Who is not only the Lord of Truth and Love, the Lord of 
Peace and Justice, but also the Lord of the absolute Beauty, the permanent quest of any art.

† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America
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Dear reaDer,

The Arts: 
Theology in Color, sound, and Action

“Yet, O Lord, you are our Father. We are the clay, you are 
the potter; we are all the work of your hand” (Isaiah 64:8). A 
central teaching of Christianity is that God is the Creator, “of 
all things visible and invisible” as we recite in the Creed. The 
prophet Isaiah in the above passage provides us with an image 
of God as an artist, forming humanity the way a potter takes a 
lump of clay to form a beautiful object. 
 As Orthodox Christians, with our long, rich, diverse, and 
developing history of iconography, music, prose and poetry and 
architecture, I believe we instinctively appreciate the power of 
the arts in our lives of faith. We understand what Dewey meant 
when he wrote, “If all meaning could be adequately expressed 
by words, the arts of painting and music would not exist.” 
Faith and the presence of God in our lives are experienced and 
expressed many ways. Reading the Bible or studying texts from 
the Church fathers and contemporary theologians is just one 
way we can explore “our faith.” Viewing and contemplating 
the content of an icon, singing a hymn and reflecting on its 
lyrics, or spending a few moments in silent prayer within one 
of our churches are also ways of experiencing God in our lives. 
Of course, we can speed read the Bible, breeze past an icon, 
run through a hymn, or not even notice the space (and too 
often we do all of these), but when we engage any of them with 
deliberate intention, we are often surprised at what we find in 
them and in ourselves.
 All the forms of “the arts,” from their classic forms in the life 
of the Church, icons and music, to more contemporary forms, 
such as video and photography can certainly teach people about 
their faith. However, they also allow us to explore and express 
our faith so that it can be shared with others. Vladimir Lossky 

wrote, “If the mystical experience is a personal working out of 
the content of the common faith, theology is an expression, for 
the profit of all, of that which can be experienced by everyone.” 
Theology can be expressed in many forms – words, painting, 
music, etc.
 An Orthodox Christian education should involve the 
study of texts, to be sure. But how many of our students will 
ever be asked to remember the content of their textbooks? They 
will be expected to remember the words to hymns, to describe 
an icon, or to name a sacred vessel. Involvement with the arts 
– creation and performance – is preparation for the praxis of 
faith. Performing in a skit or a play about the Good Samaritan 
can prepare us to become caregivers to those in need. Making 
a mosaic of an icon will lead to a closer study of its contents. 
So, our education programs should also incorporate the arts, 
from their study to their creation and performance. We are 
still very comfortable giving children the opportunity to draw, 
paint, make, and play in our classrooms. The arts also provide 
creative ways of exploring topics of Faith and Church. Older 
children and teenagers especially should also be given the 
opportunity to their lives of faith by creating websites, writing 
and performing plays, photography and video, in addition 
to more advanced and involved drawing, painting and craft-
making. The arts continually remind us that faith is a verb.

Anton C. Vrame, PhD
Director
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What Our hymns 
Can teach us

By Vicki Pappas, PhD

Of the many treasures of our Orthodox 
Church, its hymns carry a rich heritage of 
Byzantine melodies, theological concepts, 
and poetic expressions, all interwoven 
to convey messages about our faith. Yet 

too often we have failed to take advantage of all that our 
Church music can offer. Even though we hear the familiar 
strains of Aghios O Theos… (“Holy God”) and other hymns 
each Sunday, many Orthodox, young and old, do not know 
the meanings of these common hymns. Too often, Church 
music is considered the specialized domain of the choir and 
the chanters; others of the congregation are reluctant to 
participate.
  Considered differently, however, our hymns can serve as 
teaching tools to enrich our Orthodox experience and un-
derstanding. They can also help us participate more mean-
ingfully and actively in the services of our Church, whether 
in choir or not. Encouraging the use of liturgical music in 
such ways has been central to the goals of the National Fo-
rum of Greek Orthodox Church Musicians over the past 
decade, and we have developed educational programs and 
materials to foster this conception.
  Hymns are integral to our spiritual life and our liturgi-
cal experience. Hymns are interspersed throughout the Di-
vine Liturgy and other services of the Church—there are 
special hymns for each of the feast days; they surround all 
our personal experiences in the Church from our baptism, 
through marriage, and eventually, at our funerals. In short, 
we cannot escape these ancient and beautiful expressions of 
our faith!

hyMns As PrAyers
What are our hymns? First of all, they are prayers, sung in-
stead of spoken. We use them to speak to God, to supplicate 
Him, to praise Him, to give thanks to Him, and to seek His 
mercy. When we think of hymns this way, we should not 
confine them solely to use within the services of our Church 
or relegate them to the choir. They can part of the commu-
nity life of the parish and the family life at home. Hymns 

can, and should, be used to open and close Church school 
classes. A hymn can be sung after the food is blessed during 
a parish dinner or breakfast. A general assembly meeting 
could begin with the hymn of the parish’s patrons or feast. 
Many Orthodox families sing Christos Anesti… (“Christ 
is Risen”) before Easter dinner. A family can sing a hymn 
as the prayer before any of their meals, perhaps Aghios O 
Theos… (“Holy God”) or Se Imnoumen… (“We Bless You”). 
In all these examples, children and adults alike are reminded 
that hymns are prayers that bind us together in Orthodoxy.

hyMns As VehiCLes Of PArtiCiPAtiOn
Hymns are also ways to help people participate in the Di-
vine Liturgy. In our Church, the Liturgy is structured so 
that both the priest and the people (the laos, laity) have im-
portant roles. As our services have evolved, the people have 
come to be represented by the choir and the chanters. Now, 
we are encouraging more of the people to take part, at the 
very least intellectually, by understanding the meaning of 
hymns and their place in the Liturgy. We also encourage 
people to be more active, either by “sub-singing” along with 
the choir or chanters or singing aloud congregationally.
  During the Liturgy, hymns mark special roles for the la-
ity. Most commonly and frequently, we are in dialogue with 
the priest. This occurs when the priest recites short litanies 
and we respond by saying or singing Kyrie, eleison (Lord, 
have mercy). At other times, the priest turns to us, blesses 
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us, and says, “Peace be with you all,” and we reply, “and 
with your spirit,” in some ways blessing the priest! Occa-
sionally, our role is to complete the priest’s recitation of the 
prayer, by responding “amen.” This also occurs during the 
preparation before Holy Communion, when the priest fin-
ishes his inaudible prayer with the words “singing the vic-
tory song, proclaiming, heralding, and saying…” to which 
we respond with the hymn Aghios, Aghios, Aghios… (“Holy, 
Holy, Holy”). Finally, certain other hymns are designated to 
be delivered by the laity in their entirety, such as Tes Presvies 
Tis Theotokou… (“Through the Intercessions of the Theot-
okos”) and Idhomen to Fos… (“We Have Seen the Light”) 
following Holy Communion, among others.
  Efforts to increase congregational singing have not al-
ways gone smoothly. Yet resources and ideas are available 
through the National Forum to assist parishes to implement 
this practice. The congregation does not necessarily have to 
sing everything, but there are key spots where it seems that 
they should: the hymn for the parish’s patron, the Kyrie elei-
sons, the Aghios O Theos… (“Holy God”), the responses in 
the anaphora (between the Creed and the consecration of the 
gifts), the ordinary Communion Hymn, Aineite… (“Praise 
the Lord”), Idhomen to Fos… (“We Have Seen the Light”), 
and the final blessing to the priest (Ton Evloghounta, “To the 
One Who Blesses Us”) seem by their very messages a call for 
all the faithful to respond! Key ingredients to a successful 
program of congregational participation are first to explain 

the reciprocal role of clergy and laity in the Liturgy, then to 
teach the meanings of the hymns, and finally to work with 
the choir director and the chanter to identify who will sing 
what, so that all participants will have balanced roles in the 
service.

hyMns As instruCtiOn
Still another function of hymns is to teach us about the spiri-
tual and historical events associated with our faith. For in-
stance, every Sunday, one of the eight Anastasima apolytikia 
(Resurrection hymns) are sung at the Little Entrance, each 
of which describes aspects of the Resurrection. Similarly, Ti 
Ipermaho (“O Champion Leader”) during Lent tells us of 
the saving of the city of Constantinople through a miracle 
performed by the Virgin Mary; the Good Friday lamenta-
tion hymns portray scenes of the crucifixion and help us 
sense Mary’s anguish; and the hymns of various saints and 
martyrs paint vignettes of their lives and gifts to the Church. 
These and other hymns could be explained and sung in our 
Church schools and adult study groups. They can even serve 
as a basis for sermons at appropriate times during the year.
  If the hymns are sung in Greek, a translation and an 
explanation of the meanings of key words and the historical 
and theological underpinnings can help non–Greek-speak-
ing parishioners and our young people become more in 
tune with what is happening during services. Even Greek-
speaking parishioners often admit that they never fully un-
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derstood a hymn’s message until it was broken down and 
explained to them.

hyMns As CArriers Of OrthOdOxy
This leads us to a final function of hymns: they expose us 
to the sounds and phrases of Orthodoxy. This becomes espe-
cially important as we deal with our young people and new 
Orthodox Christians. In our zeal to make Orthodoxy “rel-
evant” and “appealing” to these new generations of our peo-
ple, we often misguidedly turn to other denominations for 
music that is “more singable” and phrases that are catchier. 
Thus, we lose our chance to introduce and reinforce what is 
uniquely and historically Orthodox! If this continues, what 
will stop our children from wanting to attend the more fa-
miliar church service down the street, rather than an Ortho-
dox Divine Liturgy?
  We should not be so hasty to turn outside our own faith 
and traditions. Granted, the sound of Byzantine music is 
unusual for children and adults attuned to Western music. 
But if we work at teaching the sights, sounds, and concepts 
of Orthodoxy, with the help of enthusiastic and knowledge-
able teachers—and encourage frequent participation in Or-

thodox Church services—Orthodoxy will find a solid place 
in our next generation’s lives. If our children grow up sing-
ing and hearing Orthodox music, then “Church” will not 
seem so strange and removed from their lives.
  Again, the National Forum has worked hard to provide 
materials to foster this concept. Our Hymns of the Orthodox 
Church series provides instructional booklets, accompanied 
by a teaching CD, for use at home or in religious educa-
tion classes. National Forum members and members of your 
choir can be available to work with Church school and Greek 
school teachers to design and implement liturgical music 
programs. A video produced by our Archdiocese’s GoTele-
com, “Choirs of the Future,” shows how Orthodox sounds, 
sights, and concepts can be integrated into parish religious 
education programs to increase children’s participation in 
and understanding of the Liturgy. A complimentary CD is 
available through the Department of Religious Education to 
assist in learning the festal hymns. As the music plays, the 
disc displays the written music in Greek and English in both 
Western and Byzantine notations.
  We strongly advocate teaching children and young 
adults Orthodox concepts and phrases, and to rely on Or-

 

Orthodox Phrases/Concepts 
 

Orthodox Hymns 

God saves us Soson Imas … “Save Us, O Son of God” 

We seek God’s mercy Kyrie, eleison … “Lord, have mercy” 

God is holy and mighty Aghios O Theos … “Holy God” 

 Aghios, Aghios, Aghios … “Holy, Holy, Holy” 

We praise God Se Imnoumen … “We Bless Thee” 

 Aineite … “Hymn of Praise” 

The Theotokos helps us and 
intercedes for us Tes Presvies … “Through the Intercessions of 

the Theotokos” 

We have seen the light Idhomen to Fos “We have seen the light” 

Christ is risen! Christos Anesti “Christ is Risen” 

We believe in the Holy Spirit Evloghitos I Christe … “Hymn of the Holy Trinity” 

 Patera, Ion … “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” 

 

page 8

Arts in the OrthOdOx ChurCh

PrAxis w Winter 2009



thodox music and art to do so. Although “Jesus Loves Me” 
and “Praise the Lord” are catchy, easily singable tunes, they 
do little to reveal and teach about the Orthodox faith. When 
we have only 30–45 minutes each week to work with our 
children, our priorities ought to be on teaching concepts 
common and central to our own faith, all of which can be 
found in the hymns of our Church. For a short list of ex-
amples, see sidebar.
  However, it is not enough only to instruct and hold class-
es about our hymns—children learn by doing and they imi-
tate what they see older people and their peers valuing. So it 
is important that we make them part of a singing Church. 
There is much that can be done locally. After the children 
have learned some hymns, incorporate them into the service 
or even plan a Children’s Liturgy. The first part of the Lit-
urgy is an excellent time to have youngsters or young people 
sing the responses and the first three hymns antiphonally 
with the choir. Older children could also sing the apoly-
tikion of the day. Another opportune time for children’s 
and youth involvement is during Holy Communion—have 
them sing the Communion hymns or chant Tou Dhipnou 
Sou Tou Mistikou… (“Receive Me Today, O Son of God”) 
as the congregation receives communion. (And don’t forget 
all the other opportunities for singing the hymns outside 
the Divine Liturgy mentioned earlier in this article!) Finally, 
work hard to include your teenagers and young adult groups 
in singing with the choir—too many of them are still not 
actively involved in the liturgical life of their parishes. Upon 
Church school graduation, young people could, and should, 
make a contract to provide liturgical service to their parish, 
and singing in the choir could be a way to strengthen and 
perpetuate their involvement.

suMMAry
Church hymns are an untapped repository of our faith, eas-
ily available to us to convey our prayers, to teach us spiritual 
and historical lessons of our faith, to bring us ancient and 
unique concepts of Orthodoxy. We need to make them ac-
cessible to all of our parishioners during all types of litur-
gical and community events. Choir members and chanters 
know what they have gained from involvement with our 
hymnology—just ask them, and they will tell you all they 
have learned about the Divine Liturgy and the feasts of the 
year through their work in Church music! The hymns are 
familiar and central to their liturgical lives; as a result, the 

Liturgy has become much more understandable and alive 
for them. We should do no less for our children, for our 
young people, for our entire congregation! 

Dr. Vicki Pappas completed her doctoral studies at Indiana 
University and now works at its Institute on Disability and 
Community as Director of the Center for Planning and Policy 
Studies. She also is Assistant Professor of Educational Psychol-
ogy in the university’s School of Education.
 In the early 70s, she was one of the national representatives 
who met to establish the National Forum of Greek Orthodox 
Church Musicians, and since 1982, she has been elected as its 
National Chair. She has also been instrumental in the develop-
ment of many National Forum programs and materials, in-
cluding the Hymns of the Orthodox Faith instructional series 
for Church schools. In 1988, she was awarded the St. Romanos 
the Melodist Medallion for her outstanding national contribu-
tions to Church music. She is a member of the Holy Trinity 
Church Choir in Indianapolis, IN.
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Traditionally, architecture has been defined as 
“the art and science of building.” The Roman 
architect Vitruvius declared, in the early first 
century AD, that the attributes of good archi-
tecture are “firmness, commodity, and delight” 

(or durability, utility, and beauty). Winston Churchill famous-
ly stated, “We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us.” 
The Orthodox Christian tradition represents a unique and pro-
found example of this intimate relationship between form and 
function. Architecture, theology, and transformation become 
bound in both the external and internal relationships between 
the faithful and their buildings, serving to define the spiritual 
attributes of devotion with bricks and mortar.

 The Orthodox faith represents the living continuity of 
Christ-centered faith and apostolic lineage that is rich in theo-
logical tradition and specialized architectonic responses. The 
interrelationship of worship, art, and the physical forms cre-
ate the House of God, the place of special presence, which is 
not an auditorium or meeting house or mere physical shelter, 
but Heaven on Earth. That holy environment as a crucible of 
prayer, iconography, sounds, and spiritual fragrance creates the 
unique connection between a momentous worldly position and 
the unworldly. Within the Orthodox tradition, sacred space in 
church architecture not only represents but also actually nour-
ishes the relationship between the community and God, pro-
viding a way in which the people of God encounter Him and 

Theology in stone
The Art of Architecture

By Chris Kamages, AIA

Arts in the OrthOdOx ChurCh
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each other in the course of worship, prayer, and sacrament. 
Whether it is individual prayer, liturgical worship, weddings, 
baptisms, or funerals for our family and friends, the physical 
environment of the Church provides the setting and context 
for those eternal and indelible memories, memories that rein-
force the spirit of the never-ceasing continuum of the Church 
going on for the ages of ages.
 The Orthodox Church stands as a rock of unchanged 
continuity, and there are related principles or precepts that 
serve to craft our physical environment. Merely creating an 
Orthodox church as a caricature of an ancient building is not 
enough. There is a myriad of complex technical, functional, 
and aesthetic performance issues that must be resolved har-
moniously to create that sacred environment. A landmark ex-
ample of this synthesis is the Great Church of Hagia Sophia 
in Constantinople, a seminal building completed in 537 AD 
whose innovations have influenced Gothic and Renaissance 
architecture and whose presence and space was recruited by 
the Holy Spirit in the conversion of the people of Rus’ to the 
Orthodox Church under Prince Vladimir of Kiev in the tenth 
century. Constantine Cavarnos defined the special nature of 
that Church environment in his writings:

Heaven with many lights . . . This dome, this 
soaring architectural device, was made on 
the pattern of the heavens that stand before 
us. . . . Below the dome of Hagia Sophia, I 
felt the Byzantine idea has a world-wide mis-
sion. . . . Never in the evolution of human 
art, have paintings succeeded in spreading 
heaven before us so superbly, so truly, so pro-
foundly; at no other time did the feeling of 
rhythm and artistic knowledge find such a 
mature expression; at no other time was art 
so living and real.

The power of the influence and example of the Justinian 
Church of Hagia Sophia has been immense in not only con-
verting the nation of Prince Vladimir to the Orthodox faith, 
but also in creating an inspiration for Christian and Islamic 
architecture that endures today, almost 1,500 years after its 
completion. This manifestation is extremely powerful and cre-
ated the first major proclamation of an architectural form re-
sponding to liturgical needs of the Christian faith. This church 
broke the mold for Christianity, which until that time had 
been using the borrowed form of the secular Roman basilica 
for its church buildings 
 The nature of our Orthodox ecclesiastical and icono-

graphic traditions was developed by the Fathers to transform 
our earthly presence into that “heavenly environment,” in the 
spirit of “linkage” and “connection,” on a timeless continuum. 
From that lineage we pursue a series of key characteristic tradi-
tions that define Orthodox architecture:

A contained environment of Heaven on Earth, with-1. 
out regard to “earthly cares”

Dome (or dome surrogate) that is symbolic of heaven, 2. 
eternity, the dwelling place of Christ Almighty, the 
Giver of Light and Life

Solid and stable, while pierced with light3. 

A place representing the theology of light4. 

Layers of space, darker contrasting with light5. 

Spacious internal proportions6. 

Apex/hierarchical proportions and massing (progres-7. 
sion of three-dimensional interior spaces and exterior 
appearance)

Functional liturgical arrangements and potential8. 

Gracious, well planned iconographic surfaces9. 

Structural ingenuity10. 

These traditions take many forms. Just as the Orthodox Divine 
Liturgy and theology exhibit linguistic variations as initiated 
by the work of Sts. Cyril and Methodios, Orthodox architec-
ture possesses a timeless format and armature while demon-
strating distinct regional expressions of materials and forms 
that create a rich mosaic of expressions throughout the world. 
Whether it is the Great Church of Hagia Sophia on the Bos-
porus, the decorated onion domes of Kiev, the white-washed 
island churches of Santorini, or the wooden structures of Fort 
Ross, California, this masterful architecture engages and 
charges its environment. Orthodoxy accommodates regional 
and ethnic expressions without changing the basic architecture 
and ethos of true faith.
 Well-designed Orthodox churches in America become 
instant local landmarks and conversation pieces—places of 
inspiration, awe, and welcome. This is because, more than be-
ing just another building, the Orthodox temple is a “vessel of 
fusion” and iconic magnification, reflecting the radiance of 
God’s light on the exterior and receiving and transmitting His 
light on the interior. This is not accidental, as the Orthodox 
Church is rich in its traditions and practices. Certainly, even 
with the recognition that we are an “apophatic church” in that 
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we know what we do not know and allow a context 
for the holy mysteries, our Church has numerous rich 
traditions and purposes that are definable and that 
are key in defining that special place and presence, 
that Heaven on Earth.
 Christian theology becomes expressed in the 
plan for an Orthodox church building. A success-
ful plan will communicate the grandeur of the space 
while reinforcing a feeling of intimacy. Congregated 
together and embraced by the domed environment, 
the worshipper is pulled closer into the liturgy rather 
than being placed at arms’ length, as they might be in 
a longer basilica. In the Orthodox temple, the com-
munity is embraced by the walls, which are surfaces 
for iconography and learning, and the dome above, 

just as Christ’s love embraces the 
faithful, reinforcing the theology.
 Orthodox architecture is living art 
that informs, teaches, transforms, 
and inspires. It is a physical com-
position derived from a process of 
creation that defines what we know 
about God and informs the com-
munity of a deeper truth. Symbolic 
and practical, its presence—and our 
presence within it—supports the 
transformative nature of the Divine 
Liturgy. More than a building, it is 
an inspiration of God that creates, 
with earthly materials, a sacred space 
designed to connect us and lead us 
along a path to unity with God. This 
is the greatest art of all.

Christ J. Kamages, AIA, is a nationally celebrated ar-
chitect designer/planner, with a background as a teacher, 
research analyst, and manager. To date, Mr. Kamages has 
designed more than 120 community projects throughout 
the United States and Canada, each one unique and re-
sponsive to the needs of its people. In December 2000, 
he was inducted as an Archon Architekton of the Ecu-
menical Throne—a befitting title for a person who has 
been dedicated to the Great Church, development of 
Faith Communities and designing churches for almost 
forty years. For the last ten years, Mr. Kamages has served 
as Chairman of Board of Trustees of the Patriarch Ath-
enagoras Orthodox Institute at the Graduate Theological 
Union at Berkeley.

Elements of 
Heaven on Earth

Orthodoxy has its roots in the great faith tra-
ditions of the East, crystallized in the refined 
expression of Byzantium. the design and build-

ing of such facilities dedicated to the glory of God is a 
sacred task rooted in the foundation of the holy Ortho-
dox faith, seeking to reflect the eternal flame, which is 
ever-burning yet never consumed.

As a bridge to the mysteries of the faith, a church’s 
three-dimensional volumetric “canvas” facilitates, aug-
ments, and enhances 
the context of the 
“work of the people.” 
dedicated to the glory 
of God and his pres-
ence, the temple’s syn-
thesis of iconography, 
hymnography, theol-
ogy, liturgical actions, 
and individual prayer 
transforms the God-in-
spired earthy materials 
and talents into “heav-
en on Earth,” a witness 
to the power of God 
at work and a place of 
transformation. A se-
ries of elements com-
bines to transcend the 
profane world and call 
us into a deeper meditation:

holy tradition and liturgical action•	
Functional and operational activities of the •	

      worshipping community
the integral and integrated presence •	

      of iconography
Acoustic performance•	
durability and permanence of structures•	
natural lighting•	
interplay of space, structure, and lighting•	
A volumetric expression of domed and vaulted •	
spaces, reflecting the heavens
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Picture yourself opening the 
doors of your church on a 
Sunday or during vespers. 
What greets you as the doors 
begin to open? A warm and 

compelling fragrance of incense exudes 
through the doors before the candles, 
iconography, and music reach you—a 
fragrance that is associated with prayer 
and worship. A mysterious change oc-
curs: you find yourself calm and relaxed. 
As your senses take in the warm glow of 
the candles, the sounds of the hymns, 
and the iconography, you are engulfed 
spiritually as you enter the nave. The 
nave is the ship that transports you to 
the harbor of salvation, heaven; you are 
now in heaven on earth. As the incense 
mingles with the smoke from the char-
coal and the candles, you find yourself 
chanting with the choir or the chanters; 
you become one with the service. You 
are praying.
 Orthodox faithful burn incense in 
their homes when they pray before their 
icons or as they walk around the house 
censing the windows and doorways, 
bringing a sense of peace to their homes, 
typically on Saturday nights or on the 
evenings of a Great Feast. Families will 
often burn incense at the cemetery, a 
generations-old practice. Some of our 
parents or relatives burn incense at their 
business, even when they feel the stresses 
of daily life.

Incense, or livani, helps set an atmo-
sphere of prayer and peace. It was one 
of the first gifts given to our Lord by one 
of the Three Wise Men in honor of His 
birth. Incense links us spiritually to God. 
The sweet mystical smoke that dispelled 
the worldly odors at Christ’s own home 
acts as a vessel, carrying our prayers to 
God.
 How is incense made? In the past, 
only a few privileged people were allowed 
to harvest frankincense. Our grandpar-
ents tell us more recent history, recount-
ing their harvesting duties in Greece. 
An adult made cuts to the trunk of the 
frankincense tree. The children took 
branches and swatted the trunk until the 
cuts exuded a white resin. This process 
took some time. The sap was collected 
and brought to the adult. They laid out 
the white resin and allowed it to dry in 
the sun. When the resin turned an amber 
color, it was broken into smaller pieces. 
Some of the pieces were taken to the 
priest for use in the church; some were 
saved for home use.
 More complex recipes for incense in-
volve the addition of fragrances. Depend-
ing on the area and on availability, tradi-
tional incense fragrances include herbs, 
wildflowers, and woods. These plants are 
boiled in water until they release their 
oils. The plants are then removed from 
the fragrant water using a sieve and dis-
carded, and then the water is combined 

with other binders and kneaded into 
dough. The dough is rolled out and dried 
in the sun. Once the dough is rock hard, 
it is crushed into pieces and kept dry in a 
sealed container.
 Today, incense is usually made with 
the help of machinery. The production 
of incense has dramatically increased 
because it is used in so many churches, 
homes, and even businesses. Even though 
manufactured incense is widely avail-
able for purchase, the practice of hand-
making incense should not be allowed to 
die out. Everyone can benefit from the 
experience and gratification of creating 
something that can be used—as a gift to 
Christ, to commemorate departed loved 
ones, to aid prayer in their homes, or to 
glorify God in their churches.

incense and Prayer
Incense is inseparable from prayer and 
worship in Orthodoxy. Anyone can 
make incense, but has the main “spiri-
tual” ingredient been added? Prayer, that 
is. It may seem short and simple, but it 
carries a lot of weight. Prayer is the in-
gredient added by monks and nuns, even 
when they are using modern machinery 
to manufacture incense. Prayer enhances 
the scent, smoke, and beauty of the fra-
grance as it rises to God. Whether you 
are a child or an adult, you must have 
a solid understanding and respect for 
prayer during the making of incense.

A Mystical tradition in smoke
By Presbytera Georget Photos

Let my prayer be set forth before Thee as incense…
Hear me, O Lord.

Psalm 141
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 Many cultures use incense in a va-
riety of types and fragrances; however, 
when you use this common incense, you 
probably do not feel the same gratifica-
tion or sense of peace as you do when 
you sit in church and savor the fragrance 
of the sacred incense. Common incense 
is missing a key ingredient: prayer. The 
sincerity and passion of prayer trans-
forms incense into a vehicle to help our 
supplications rise to heaven.
 Whoever makes incense must have 
an understanding and respect for prayer 
during the process. Praying, during the 
making of incense, transforms the fra-
grant pellets into a “vehicle” that will 
carry our prayers to God and bring the 
feeling of His peace.
 The most common prayer used dur-
ing the making of incense is the Jesus 
Prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, 
have mercy on me, a sinner.” The prayer 
is repeated continually until the process 
is finished. One can also include prayers 
for healing and memorials for the de-
parted.
 The process of making incense should 
be experienced and taught as a part of 
our Orthodox tradition. To make basic 
incense, you need two gums for binding 
and fragrance oil. You may also use dried 
flowers in addition to or instead of fra-
grance oil.

Gums
Frankincense is the incense that resem-
bles amber stones. It is available at any 
Greek or Middle Eastern grocer. It is the 
most common of all incense and is de-
rived from tree sap. When using frank-
incense, a clean, dedicated electric coffee 
grinder is very helpful for grinding the 
crystals. Electric grinders are much faster 
and easier than the traditional mortar 
and pestle.
 Gum arabic, in either dried or liquid 
form, is an acceptable binder. The liquid 
form may be purchased at an art supply 
store. Commercial bakers and restaurant 
owners use the dried form, which is actu-
ally a powder. Neither form of gum ara-

bic affects the scent of your incense.
 Gum binders are either fragrant or 
bland with no scent. These gums or res-
ins are pulverized to a powder form and 
combined with either oils or dried flow-
ers to form incense pellets.

Flower Oil
Flower oils must be natural or have only 
natural additives. If you incorporate for-
eign additives, you might encounter a 
“skunk” scent. Skunk scent is the foul 
odor from burning pellets tainted with 
foreign additives in the base oils. Many 
highly fragranced oils, such as those used 
in cologne, have additives incorporated 

in their bases that do not burn well. These 
additives will alter and even “skunk” the 
fragrance you are aiming to produce.

Dried Flowers
Dried flowers or herbs must be totally 
organic if they are to be used for incense. 
These flowers or herbs may be used in 
dried form only if they have no addi-
tional additives sprayed on the petals or 
leaves. Again, foreign sprays or additives 
can taint the scent of the incense and 
sometimes spoil it altogether. When you 
obtain dried flowers or herbs, use a clean 
coffee grinder or spice grinder to powder 
your selection for your project.



Recipe A
The first recipe uses frankincense, with its rich traditional scent, as a binder. You need 
flower oil and/or dried flowers to enhance the fragrance. For individuals with allergies, 
this recipe might be less irritating than other recipes.

Pray the Jesus Prayer•	
1 teaspoon powdered frankincense•	
2–3 drops floral oil (lavender, rose, honeysuckle, rosemary, etc.)•	
1/4 teaspoon powdered flowers•	
Mixing stick, toothpick, or plastic spoon•	

In a small cup, place a 1/4 teaspoon frankincense, 1/4 teaspoon powdered flowers, and 
2 drops of oil. Mix with a toothpick or mixing stick. Make sure you are reciting your 
prayer.
Be careful that the mixture is not too dry or too wet. If it is too dry, add one drop of oil 
at a time until all the powder can be molded together. If the mixture is too wet, add a little 
more frankincense or dried flowers, a pinch at a time.
Knead your incense dough into small 1/4-inch pellets. Allow to dry for at least 24 hours.

Recipe B
If you use gum arabic (dried), which has no scent, you will need to combine it with flower 
oil and dried flowers to enhance the fragrance. This particular form of gum arabic is a 
food additive.

Pray the Jesus Prayer•	
1 teaspoon dried gum arabic•	
2–3 drops floral oil•	
1/4 teaspoon powdered flowers•	
Mixing stick, toothpick, or plastic spoon•	

In a small cup, combine 1/4teaspoon dried gum arabic, 1/4 teaspoon powdered flowers, 
and 2 drops oil. Make sure you are reciting your prayer.
Be careful that the mixture is not too dry or too wet. If it is too dry, add one drop of oil 
at a time until all the powder can be molded together. If the mixture is too wet, add a 
little more powdered flower.
Knead your incense dough into small 1/4-inch pellets. Allow to dry for at least 24 hours.

Recipe C
If you use liquid gum arabic, which has no scent, combine it with dried flowers and frank-
incense to enhance the fragrance. Artists use liquid gum arabic, and it may be purchased at 
art supply stores. It may be an irritant for individuals with allergies, but it is easy to obtain 
and works as well as the dry version, which is a little harder to find.

Pray the Jesus Prayer•	
1 teaspoon Frankincense•	
4 drops liquid gum arabic•	
2–3 drops oil•	
1/4 teaspoon dried flowers•	
Mixing stick, toothpick, or plastic spoon•	

In a small cup, combine four drops of liquid gum arabic, 1/2 teaspoon frankincense, 1/4 
teaspoon powdered flowers, and 2 drops of oil. Make sure you are reciting your prayer.
Be careful that the mixture is not too dry or too wet. If it is too dry, add one drop of oil 
at a time until all the powder can be molded together. If the mixture is too wet, add a little 
more frankincense and or dried flowers.
Knead your incense dough into small 1/4-inch pellets. Allow to dry for at least 24 hours.

Basic formula: One Part Gum to One 
Part scent
The following recipes are for individual 
production. Consider the number of peo-
ple making incense in your youth group 
or Church school lesson to determine the 
amount needed. The following amounts 
will work for a group of twenty:

One jar of powdered frankin-•	
cense (24 oz.)
One bag of dried, powdered •	
flowers (16 oz.)
Bottles of oils (at least 5 oz. •	
total of various scents)
One bottle (about 10 oz.) or •	
bag (16 oz.) of gum arabic

It is also advisable to have a few rolls of 
charcoal and a censer or incense burner 
available. Even though the recipe calls 
for the incense to dry, there is an uncon-
trollable urge for those making incense 
to try their recipe.

Do not be surprised if some of the 
students request some of the ingredients 
for use at home. You will find it dif-
ficult to stop any group of youth from 
making additional pieces. The enthusi-
asm increases as those participating feel 
pleasure in knowing their gift will be 
used to please God. The greatest gift I 
experienced with this project came from 
one student who requested additional in-
gredients. He wanted to make a special 
batch for his grandmother’s grave. Still 
others made pieces for the priest to use 
on Sunday during the Divine Liturgy.

The students learned a valuable tra-
dition; they gave something of their own 
to the Divine Liturgy, to Christ with love 
and joy. Something made, exclusively 
with their hands, was used for a reverent 
purpose and that is what Christ loves the 
most: “God loves a cheerful giver…” (2 
Cor 9:7).



Practical notes
I usually have the JOY or GOYA groups participate 1. 
in this project. Yet no matter how hard I try, younger 
brothers and sisters (HOPE group) always wish to join 
in. Therefore, have parents or young adults participate 
to help the little ones. Everyone will find this project 
gratifying, fun, and informative.
Although the recipe is explicit about waiting for the 2. 
pellets to dry, everyone wants to try their incense to 
experience firsthand their creation. Allow each par-
ticipant to burn a single pellet. Be ready with more 
ingredients, since this also acts as a catalyst in making 
different fragrance recipes of incense.
Use three different scents in the beginning. I recom-3. 
mend lavender, basil, and rose flowers. Ground herbs 
and spices (such as thyme, marjoram, cinnamon, and 
allspice) can also be used. One or more oils may be 
mixed together to produce unique, interesting fra-
grances.

Play Church music during the program. This will keep 4. 
the right atmosphere for the youth to concentrate on 
their prayers and the incense, as well as teach them 
some of the hymns of the season.
Finally, have each participant set aside one piece of his 5. 
or her creation for the Church, as a gift to Christ to 
thank Him for the gift of learning this wonderful tra-
dition. Present the pieces to your parish priest and en-
courage him to use this incense in the Divine Liturgy, 
sharing the youths’ gift with the parish. This reinforces 
the pride they have in learning one more valuable Or-
thodox tradition.

Presbytera Georget Photos is a native of Chicago. She and Fr. 
Dean Photos, the presbyter of St. Sophia Greek Orthodox Church 
of Polk County, Florida, reside in Winter Haven. Presbytera is 
President of the Metropolis of Atlanta Sisterhood of Presvyteres and 
is the Metropolis Representative to the National Sisterhood.

The Parish family night: 
Learning and Living Our 
Orthodox faith together
Center for Family Care

 The Parish Family Night (PFN) strive to give fam-
ilies the opportunity to learn more about the Or-
thodox Church, while spending quality time with 
one another and other members of the parish.   The 
fervent hope of this ministry is for participants to 
bring home what they have learned and implement 
the teachings in their lives.   The PFN includes 12 
detailed sessions and information on how to plan a 
family night at your parish.  Each session includes 
group activities, age appropriate breakout sessions, 
handouts, and prayers.

PAr400 ............................................$25.00

Please call the department of religious education at 800-566-1088 to place orders.



I was a drama major at Washington and Lee University 
in the 1980s. I had hoped to get a master’s degree in 
playwriting and enter a career in the theater. I was drawn 
to theater by the power of the medium to touch—and 
change—others. My last semester was in London with a 

small study-abroad class where we saw 33 plays in 31 days. I was 
certain that it was “the actor’s life for me!”
 After graduation I chose to take a year off and stay home 
while I applied to graduate schools. I taught acting at a local fine 
arts studio. I also became more involved in our local parish of 
St. Luke’s Greek Orthodox Church in Broomall, Pennsylvania, 
and I was asked to join a committee planning a YAL retreat for 
all the churches of the Philadelphia area. Instead of bringing in 
a keynote speaker to introduce the theme, the committee had 
decided to do a play. The play would focus on Christ’s passion, 
death, and resurrection. This experience would change my life.
 Our committee just seemed to click. Many of us agreed that 
college had not provided all of life’s answers, and that we were 
beginning to turn to the Church for answers. I felt closer to 
everyone in the room that night than I ever did to my buddies 
in the drama department or in my fraternity with whom I had 
spent the past four years.
 Full of enthusiasm, I began work on the script. I got out the 
Bible that my parents had given me when I was ten years old and 
the Holy Week book that we kept at home, and I began reading. 
I read the Gospels the way I had been trained to read a play 
script: I read in between the lines. I did character studies. I read 
whatever else I could get my hands on to help me understand 
our Lord’s passion. I spoke with our spiritual advisors, Fr. Steven 
Vlahos and (now) Fr. Nicholas Jonas. 
 I honestly did not so much write the play as I merely chose 
which Scripture passages and Holy Week hymns to include in 
the script. As the play came together, I realized that God was the 
greatest dramatist in the world. His story was and is the greatest 
story ever told. 

 
I had what some might call an awakening. I began to cry 

and pray and write, and cry and pray some more, and as I 
wrote, I truly understood for the first time in my life that He 
died on the cross for me, too. He loved me, too.
 All of the confusion, shame, and despair that had troubled 
my life in college were being washed away as His love enveloped 
me. I had my answer. I realized that what I had been searching 
for all along to give meaning and purpose to my life was not a 
what but a Who. Now I had found Him, or rather I was found 
by Him. And I was not alone. Everyone in the committee 
was going through something similar. The play and the entire 
retreat were a huge success, and we were encouraged to keep 
it going. We began to call ourselves the Delaware Valley YAL 
Players and to put on other skits, mostly the parables of our 
Lord. Six members of our original committee ended up going 
to seminary within the next few years. There are today three 
priests, one deacon, and three presbyteras among the original 
Del. Val. YAL Players.

to Act 
or 

not to Act 
Fr. Theodore Petrides
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 When I look back at those practices at St. Thomas Greek 
Orthodox Church in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, I often wonder 
to myself, how did we get away with doing all those things? 
We were holding acting warm-up exercises on the solea of the 
church. We actually performed the play in the church itself and 
brought in sound and lighting equipment. (We used the organ 
in the church for background sound and music.) Why did they 
let us do all of those things in the sacred space of the church? I 
believe our advisors discerned that it was more important that 
we be allowed to keep up our innocent enthusiasm as we worked 
each night than it was to squelch it by exercising a strict stance 
on church use.
 Our bishop, Metropolitan Silas of New Jersey of blessed 
memory, came to the retreat. He cried with the rest of the more 
than one hundred young adults and parents gathered that day 
as our troupe stood at the end of the play, arm in arm, across 
the solea singing, “Christ is risen from the dead, trampling 
down death by death, and to those in the tombs bestowing 

life” from the depths of our hearts. We literally ran out of the 
church shouting to all those in the pews, “Christ is risen! Truly 
He is risen!” We then spontaneously formed a huge group hug 
in the narthex, jumping up and down as if we had just won 
the World Series. Metropolitan Silas did not say anything to us 
about performing in the church or about our youthful display 
of emotion. He kindly explained to us, however, that what we 
do at every Divine Liturgy is actually the mystical remembrance 
of the passion of Christ. “For as often as you eat this bread and 
drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till he comes” (1 
Cor 11:26).
 Perhaps after this description some may still have questions: 
Is it appropriate to use drama in ministry? Aren’t there canons of 
the church that prohibit Christians from being in plays or even 
attending the theater? (See Carthage 17, 70; Apostolic Council 
42, 43; 6th Council 51, 62, 66; 7th Council 22; Laodicea 3, 54.) 
Aren’t “passion plays” something that developed in the Western 
Church?
 It is vitally important that we differentiate between our 
Orthodox Christian worship and theatrical production. I believe 
that Metropolitan Silas wanted us to understand that the two 
are not the same and should not be confused. In worship we 
experience the saving events of our Lord Jesus Christ’s life as 
ongoing realities within the life of the Church. We don’t act or 
pretend in our worship: we receive God’s revelation. Although 
involves emotions, its focus is not emotional but noetic. The 
liturgy is not a performance. It is the manifestation of God’s 
kingdom on earth. When we worship, we manifest the Body 
of Christ. “For where two or three are gathered together in My 
name, I am there in the midst of them” (Matt 18:20).
 However, precisely because the life of our Lord and His 
mother and the saints of every generation are stories one built 
upon another, it is quite possible and appropriate to teach and 
to share these stories through the use of drama. Drama has an 
evangelical capacity to speak to the hearts of those watching 
and those performing. Even we as Orthodox Christians can 
and should be utilizing drama as a tool to tell His story and to 
evangelize each other in the appropriate settings.
 St. Paul wrote, “Whatever things are true, whatever things 
are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, 
whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, 
if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy—
meditate on these things” (Phil 4:8). If done correctly, drama is 
a highly effective way of getting ourselves and others to meditate 
on these things. It prepares the ground of the heart for worship in 
spirit and truth. But it does not replace worship. 
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 For many Americans today, worship has become more 
of a show than the “divine work of the people.” In this age 
of entertainment, dramatic performances have taken center 
stage in the worship experience of these Christian groups. 
Their churches are built more like theaters than holy temples, 
their holy altars replaced by highly technical performance 
stages. Instead of priests and deacons leading the worship, 
acting teams and puppet characters present skits to help 
convey the message each week. The parishioners just sit back 
and watch. Although this ministry may be a very effective 
way of evangelizing and getting the message across, from our 
perspective this is clearly not worship at all. The question 
for us, as Orthodox Christians, then, is when and how is it 
appropriate to utilize drama?
 Our Lord taught almost exclusively through stories, parables, 
and even ritual actions, often accompanied by miraculous signs. 
The canons that prohibit attending or participating in theatrical 
displays do so not because of something inherently sinful about 
drama, but because of the immoral content of the plays or the 
often-licentious behavior of those involved with the theater, 
especially in the time when those canons were written. If the 
content of the dramatic production is moral and Orthodox, and 
those involved in the production serious about the Christian life, 
then the result is something much different than that which the 
canons wanted Christians to avoid.
 After graduating from Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School 
of Theology, I myself was reluctant to use my experience and 
training in the theater, or even to attend a show or movie. I saw 

much more clearly the dangers and deceptions of the stage and 
screen. I still do. In the words of St. John of Kronstadt,

Many people find it pleasant to go to the 
theater, and oppressive and dull to go to 
church. Wherefore? Because in the theater 
everything is well suited to please the sensual 
man, and when we are there we do not provoke 
the Devil, but please him, and he, on his side, 
affords us pleasure, and does not touch us. 
Make merry, my friends, thinks he—laugh, 
only do not remember God. Whilst in the 
church everything is adapted to arouse faith 
and the fear of God, pious feelings, the feeling 
of our sinfulness and corruption; and the 
Devil sows in our hearts doubt, weariness, 
despondency, evil, impure and blasphemous 
thoughts—so that man is not glad in himself, 
and cannot stand for even an hour, and he gets 
away as quickly as possible. The theater and the 
church—are opposite contrasts. The one is the 
temple of the world, and the other the temple 
of God; the one is the temple of the Devil, and 
the other—the temple of the Lord. (My Life In 
Christ, 177)

Television, movies, and all of the various electronic forms of 
media available today at the push of a button—or the touch of 
an iPhone screen—have a mesmerizing effect on modern man. 
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In the words of one social critic, Neil Postman, we are literally 
“amusing ourselves to death.”
 Yet I couldn’t help but begin to draw on certain tools of 
acting as I began work in 1991 as a lay assistant and youth 
director at St. Andrew’s Greek Orthodox Church in Chicago. 
We created finger plays and short skits with the HOPE parents 
and toddlers. We made role-playing and interactive productions 
with the JOY and GOYA children. We began to produce Church 
school Christmas pageants and Holy Week dramas. One very 
enjoyable video-drama was an “OCNN” (Orthodox Christian 
News Network) program, “You Were There,” in which our 
reporters went back in time to cover the raising of Lazarus and 
the Lord’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem.
 I’ve come to believe that the ability to tell stories and produce 
plays is a gift from the Lord. It is a talent that the Lord expects 
to be multiplied. God made us creative. Formed in the image of 
God the Creator, we fulfill His image in us when we are creative. 
In the beautiful Akathist composed by Protopresbyter Gregory 
Petrov in prison camp in 1940 shortly before his death. “Glory 
to God for All Things,” we read the following:

The breath of your Holy Spirit inspires artists, 
poets, scientists. The power of your supreme 
knowledge makes them prophets and interpreters 
of your laws, who reveal the depths of your 
creative wisdom. Their works speak unwittingly 
of you. How great you are in creation! How 
great you are in man! . . . Glory to you for the 
inventiveness of the human mind.

This inventiveness of the human mind can of course be used for 
God’s glory or for glorifying the devil. St. Kosmas Aitolos wrote 
more than two hundred years ago, “One day Satan will come 
into everyone’s home in a box and you will know his presence 
because of his horns on the rooftops” (some have thought that 
he was prophesying about television, antennae, and satellite 
dishes!). Modern technological society, understanding the power 
of the image, surrounds us with secular icons that even speak 
and move, indoctrinating us into the gospel of consumerism. 
Hollywood and Broadway, cable television, and the Internet fill 
our homes with a continuous stream of news and entertainment. 
What would St. John of Kronstadt and the Holy Fathers have 
to say about the “magic” of the twenty-first century’s media 
industry?
 Certainly they would tell us that we must protect ourselves 
and our children from the hypnotic spell of modern media. 
But I believe that they would also counsel us to fight back and 
use the very same electronic roads of mass indoctrination to 
instead bring to the world the good news of Him who still is the 

Way, the Truth, and the Life. The work of the Greek Orthodox 
Archdiocese of America’s Internet Ministries, GOTelecom, 
movies such as Ostrov (“The Island”), and streaming video 
programs such as those produced by the Church of Greece are a 
few good examples of what is possible.
Last fall, someone from my own parish experienced in puppetry 
approached me about starting a puppet ministry at our church. 
Not long after, Puppets with a Purpose was born. In less than a 
year, our troupe has performed at two food festivals and two 
Christmas tree-lightings. The group recently even attended a 
puppet ministry conference in Lancaster, PA. Interestingly, our 
children, though inspired by the talent and dedication of the 
many experienced instructors and ministry groups that taught 
and performed, commented on the lack of the sense of the sacred 
in the performances and in the church building itself. It was clear 
that we, as Orthodox Christians, had something unique to offer, 
and we hope to return next year and provide a glimpse into the 
fullness of our Orthodox Christian faith and life.
 Some of the highlights of our summer camp program here 
in the Metropolis of Pittsburgh are activities called “Night with 
the Saints” and skit night. On these evenings the children are 
encouraged to make up short skits that are either on the life of 
a saint or a portrayal of the camp theme for the day or week. 
One of the most memorable was a skit by the arts and crafts 
staff and children using puppets that they had made representing 
actual priests, counselors, and campers, including His Eminence 
Metropolitan Maximos.
 Currently we are working on two original productions: 
a five-part series for Vacation Church Schools on the Ten 
Commandments starring the “famous” modern-day archeologist 
Eureka Kokkala and our own Archbishop Demetrios; and scenes 
from Mersine Vigopoulou’s wonderful Orthodox children’s 
book, From I-Ville to You-Ville. We welcome the possibility of 
performing for other churches and at youth gatherings and 
look forward to getting together with, and learning from, other 
puppet troupes, such as the group at Sts. Constantine and Helen 
in Webster, MA, directed by Presbytera Faith Veronis.
 The answer to the question, “To act or not to act?” is an 
emphatic yes—but only when it is for the glory of God and 
helps to teach the greatest story ever told, His-story. When 
used for didactic purposes, drama gives children and adults the 
opportunity to creatively share the good news.

Rev. Theodore Petrides is the husband of Cristen Petrides and the 
proud father of six children, ages twenty-two to nine. He is the pastor 
of Holy Cross Greek Orthodox Church in Stroudsburg, PA. He can 
be reached at holycrosspoconos@gmail.com.
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Is it possible to teach Byzantine art? Can it be circum-
scribed within a set of artistic rules and principles, 
which can be explained and demonstrated? Even more 
importantly, where should one begin if one wants to 
understand the thought system underlying Byzantine 

art—with line or with color?
 These difficult questions had already preoccupied me for 
many years when I was asked to teach icon painting by several 
different bodies: AKTO (Athens School of Art); the Faculty of 
Theology of Athens University; the Alsos Cultural Institute of 
Letters and Arts; Eikonourgia Cultural Centre; the Holy Me-
tropolis of Nikaia; and the Parish of St. Athanasius, Halandri.
 It was not easy to respond because the art of the icon, at 
least in the Byzantine world, constituted an artistic system 
with its own philosophy (or theology) and ideals, which, not-
withstanding the variety of stylistic solutions produced by the 
masters of Byzantine art, remained constant and unchanging. 
Furthermore, we know from the Church Fathers, particularly 
St. Photius, that icon painting is an art of divine inspiration, 
that the hand of the icon painter is guided from above, and 
that the wondrous works achieved in all periods are the fruit of 
the Holy Spirit.
 With all this in mind, how, then, can Byzantine art be 
taught and what method should be used? Should we simply 
copy icons from earlier periods, as in a photocopy? Or, to put 
it in a different way, can icon painting be understood solely in 
terms of technique?
 When we examine the work of earlier iconographers, how-
ever, we see that there is continual development in their ap-
proach to artistic creation, yet this fluidity does not break the 
continuity of the artistic system that we identify as Byzantine.
 What seems to stand out is that this continual flow in the 
creative process applies primarily to certain artistic elements, 
while others remain unaffected and unchanged. Furthermore, 
a wonderful thing can be observed: great variety is possible 
without necessarily changing the artistic method itself.

     These observations gave rise to various thoughts about the 
method of icon painting and how it might be taught.
  The immutability of Byzantine technique means that there 
has to be an artistic system with specific rules and principles 
governing the execution of icons throughout all periods and 
stylistic trends; and, because such a system exists, it must be 
possible to discover and set out its principles. These principles 
obey an inner logic, and describing them is the first stage in 
learning the art of icon painting. They can be described with-
out endangering Byzantine iconographic style because they are 
constant and so unchanging.
 Thus it is possible to study the method of composition, 
the system of perspective, and the role and function of line 
and color because they are all “set” elements. The main prob-
lem, however, concerns style, because this changes from period 
to period, school to school, and even from painter to painter. 
Variation in style is what shaped the history of Orthodox icon 
painting and gave rise to its various trends. Careful and detailed 
examination of Byzantine iconography reveals that there are 
great stylistic differences between the different “schools.” We 
see, for example, that in the Comnene period the proportions 
of the figures differ greatly from those of the Palaeologan pe-
riod and the Cretan school. The slight, towering and spiralling 
figures depicted in the churches of St. George at Kurbinovo 
and the Holy Unmercenary Saints at Kastoria bear little resem-
blance stylistically to the average size, broad, and robust figures 
of Panselinos.
 However, if one attempts to rationalize this great variety 
on the stylistic level and subject it to rules and principles, a ma-
jor difficulty is encountered. A good deal of study over several 
years was needed before I was able to perceive the unity within 
the variety; and it took even longer for me to realize that it was 
impossible to explore completely the elements that characterize 
each different trend in exclusively rational terms. At the same 
time, however, I realized that it is possible to study the art of 
the icon without subjecting style to rationally defined princi-

excerpts from

Icon as Communion
The Ideals and Compositional Principles of Icon Painting

By George Kordis

Translated by Caroline Makropoulos
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ples. Style changes, yet inability to define it in rational terms 
does not fundamentally affect understanding of the Byzantine 
manner of painting; similarly, knowledge of humankind does 
not depend on an awareness of the unique characteristics of a 
particular human person in which the whole of human nature 
is expressed.
Thus I came to formulate the following proposal for teaching 
icon painting.
 Apart from the theory and theology of the icon, and the 
meaning of iconographic conventions, teaching icon painting 
on the artistic level is concerned primarily with fundamental 
artistic principles. This is because those principles contain, 
as it were, the essence of the particular artistic mode that we 
identify as Byzantine. Most especially, it involves recording the 
processes that govern Byzantine artistic thought.
 An account of these thought patterns allows the student 
to understand the basic artistic choices made by Byzantine art-
ists: the reasons for linearism and “colorism”; how composition 
works and the function and role of line and color—in other 
words, to grasp why the Byzantines painted in one way and not 
in another.
 One could say that through such an account the student of 
Byzantine art learns a language—both grammar and syntax—
and how to exploit the vocabulary of that language (the types, 
that is) in order to paint icons. Knowing the rules of grammar 
and syntax does not, of course, make one a writer or a poet. 
Similarly, knowledge of the underlying thinking behind the ar-
tistic principles of Byzantine art does not turn a student into an 
icon painter. What it does do, however, is to help the student 
understand how earlier artists worked, to be aware of both their 
wisdom and their divine inspiration, to learn, even, that true 
artistic creation demands not only such knowledge but also the 
right spirit of approach, the right attitude—that one needs to 
struggle spiritually as well as to study.
 Despite the fact that style cannot be satisfactorily expressed 
in rational categories, it is essential to study the stylistic variety 
of the masters of the art as well as the philosophy underly-
ing their artistic principles. This allows the student to acquire 
knowledge of the great stylistic variety of the past and also ena-
bles him or her, with the help of God, to paint icons of Christ 
and the saints in a creative way without, however, altering the 
iconographic tradition of the Orthodox Church.
It was with these presuppositions in mind that I gained the 
courage to go ahead with the publication of this small-scale 
study of Byzantine icon painting. It largely consists of notes 
and observations on the drawing stage in icon painting, that is, 
on the execution of the lines. The chief objective was to present 
the thought underlying the Byzantine artistic system, and how 
this is expressed in the handling of the face, the human figure, 
and composition.



ill. 1. The Betrayal of Judas (1531–32)

Philanthropinon Monastery, isle of ioannina. Katholiko.
A wonderful example of compositional structure is shown 
here in a work of the school of northwestern Greece. The 
scene is laid out on top of a light-colored cluster of rocks, 
which are given a tier-like construction in order to create per-
spective and project them outward to the left. The outline 
of the rock formation is the starting point for the internal 
rhythmic organization of the composition. Every element in 
the composition is positioned on the diagonal axes in a man-
ner that is both dynamic and particularly consistent. This 
austerity of rhythmic organization highlights the tension in 
the meeting between the two central figures as they run to-
ward each other, seemingly rushing to fulfil their desired—if 
entirely different—aims. At the bottom right corner of the 
composition, there is a smaller scene of Peter cutting off the 
ear of Malchus, which has the dynamic function of balancing 
out the motion of the rocks to the left.
 Masterly also is the manner with which the two central 
personages have been positioned. Stepping to the right and 
depicted in the three-quarters pose is Christ, who is thus 
turned toward us, while Judas is in a closed attitude (he al-
most has his back to us). Evidently the icon painter wants to 
separate Judas from the viewer and to show that he does not 

belong to the communion of the saints. However, he is not in 
the usual profile stance, nor is he disfigured or painted with-
out light, as one deprived of sanctity. The face of this unfortu-
nate one (and those of all the others who have come to arrest 
Christ) is rendered in the same manner as that of Christ. This 
is because the style is a means of portraying events and people 
and not a means of expressing sanctity. If this were so, there 
would have been two stylistic approaches: one for saints and 
another for sinners. This way of thinking is unknown to Byz-
antine iconography. (For more on this subject, see Εικόνα 
– εικόνισμα – εικονουργία [Armos, Athens, 1998].)
 This particular work follows the fundamental principles 
of the Byzantine system in every way: evidence that, quite 
apart from schools and stylistic particularities, throughout 
the Byzantine artistic tradition there is an internal coherence 
that finds its basis in the fundamental principles of composi-
tion.

George Kordis is an iconographer living in Greece. He has led 
workshops on icon painting at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School 
of Theology and Yale Divinity School. This essay is excerpted from 
his forthcoming book, Icon as Communion, to be published by 
Holy Cross Orthodox Press.
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Please call the department of religious education at 800-566-1088 to place orders.

Journey through holy Week
Nia Gianoulis

This 20-page zine for middle school and high 
school students follows Christ and the Church 
through each stage of Holy Week—from the 
Saturday of Lazarus through the Agape Vespers 
service. In this booklet, author Stephania Gianu-
lis pinpoints the relevance and meanings of the 
Services, hymns and Scripture readings. Special 
features on each page illuminate icons, traditions 
and history. Suitable for ages 10 and up—de-
signed for use during retreats, in church, at home 
or in the classroom.

L183..........................................................................$2.95
Quantity for 100 or more .........................................$2.50

Journey through holy Week 
teachers Guide
Nia Gianoulis

This five-lesson teacher-reviewed guide interac-
tively explores and makes meaningful themes 
from Holy Week such as Hope and Joy, Prepa-
ration, Healing and Unity, Sacrifice and Resur-
rection. Includes supplementary classroom activi-
ties for classroom use. Appropriate for grades 6 
through 9.
L183-1 ...................................................................... $9.95



Orthodox Christianity challenges all man-
kind by its constant reversal of what seem 
to be rational and self-evident queries:
     “What is truth?” Pilate asked (John 
18:38), but in the Gospel of John, Christ 

had already revealed to his disciples that truth is a Who, not 
a what: “I am the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6).
“How do we get to heaven?” is an ancient question, but 
Christ destroyed it when he rather rudely pronounced, “Re-
pent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”
 “What must I do to become holy?” we may wonder, but 
in Orthodoxy at least as much emphasis is placed on what we 
must not do—on learning how to 
get out of the way of a loving God 
who is sending us at every mo-
ment the opportunities for sancti-
fication, if we would only let Him 
act within us, for “I stand at the 
door and knock.”
 Orthodoxy is fraught with 
paradoxes and surprises, reversals 
and liberations from the traps of 
a merely rational approach to the 
world.
 In the arena of beauty, per-
haps the biggest puzzle is how 
Orthodox Christianity manages at once to be the Christian 
faith that places by far the most emphasis upon art, image, 
and beauty—Orthodoxy’s “triumph,” after all, is the icon—
while being the Christian faith that is also the most careful 
to stress the limited role of the imagination and the absolute 
necessity of imageless prayer.
 If you think about it, its quite breathtaking, even cheeky, 
to go around proclaiming the absolute necessity of eliminat-
ing all images from the mind during prayer and simultane-
ously insisting that churches be filled to overflowing with 
sensitively depicted and composed paintings, with elaborate 
musical arrangements, and an overall choreography of color, 
light, smell, taste, and movement that make an Orthodox 
vigil still the best (and by far the cheapest, still coming in at 

around a dollar or two for admission in most markets) “per-
formance art” around today.
 Behind this duality between imageless prayer and image-
filled church lies a fundamental reversal in the religious imag-
ination. Despite all its venerable tradition and long pedigree 
of doctrine, Orthodoxy remains an event, a happening—it 
remains something that still happens to happen. The Divine 
Liturgy is still as much or more God’s gift to us as our gift 
to him; he’s free, and the shape of things in worship is both 
the natural human response to the free gift of his person and 
the tender philanthropy of God in making sure that what we 
encounter is pleasant, therapeutic, inspiring, and above all 

bearable to us—for “What is man, 
that thou art mindful of him?” 
“A blade of grass: the wind passes 
over it, and we remember it no 
more.”
 All of which explains why, 
although we might naturally wish 
to respond to the majesty of God 
through an aesthetic that would 
attempt to be one-sidedly grand, 
formulaic, and stiff, he won’t let 
us. The aesthetic of the Orthodox 
Church is, more than anything 
else, humane. Church is the one 

place, when things are done in the spirit of the Orthodox 
way, where we can simply be ourselves. It is the one place 
where we can come to ourselves.
 The beauty experienced within the Church is engineered 
to bring out the basic beauty within us, or to sweep us along 
to the beauty that is our future destiny in Christ. The beauty 
we encounter in the Church isn’t some “high” culture im-
posed on us, telling us to sit up straight, but a welcome re-
minder of our original destiny, telling us, “Be beautiful as 
your Father in heaven is beautiful.”
 To my mind, a single image in the Great Church of Chris-
tianity, the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, demonstrates 
the heart of the Orthodox approach to beauty. A display in 
the women’s gallery on the far west side includes a schematic 

The Paradox of the Beautiful
By Dr. Timothy Patitsas

So many of the questions which 
have been argued for so many 

centuries in the religious polemic 
of Europe find a simple resolution 
within the Church; or, to speak 
more accurately, for her they do 

not even exist as questions.
Khomiakov
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of the Church itself. \fhen thinking about that rough sketch becomes more human as he or she becomes more divine,
of the floor plan, tears come to my eyes. The drawing it- the kind of beauty we pracrice in the Church is grand and
seif has a mystical quality to it, such natural at the same time.
that you feel at once the perfection 
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remembering who you are in Christ.
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known that it was the most "beauti- tllg Samg AS in thg WgSt. Christ, who is your archetype. But also
ful" church in Christian history. Ware come ro yourself-come to the ordi-

Orthodox art, finally, is attempt- nary yet profound beauty that is you in
ing to save you, to deliver you-and one of its most central your deepest self, as you are united with Christ.
saving messages is that you were "fearfully and wonderfully"
made by God. Orthodox art is designed to save you from

rhe pi t fa l l  thar vou, thar rhe uor ld,  rhar vour le l low man are
all somehow meaningless, formiess, even ugly. The icon is Dn Timothy Patitsas is Assistant Professor of Ethics at Ho/y
beautiful because we are beautiful. Just like the saint, who Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theologl,.
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For Orthodox Christians and others seeking an in-
troduction to icons told from the perspective of 
a contemporary iconographer, there are few films 
available. And yet icons are easily the most impor-
tant and prominent symbol of Orthodox spiritu-

ality to most non-Orthodox. This film fills part of that gap, 
as it follows Presbytera Titiana Popa from her childhood in 
Romania to her work in Palm Springs, CA, to her return home 
to Romania to paint and install an icon in memory of her pa-
ternal grandfather.
 Throughout the video, scenes from her life and work are 
complemented by the inspiring soundtrack, which features the 
Orthodox Church Constanta Men’s Choir. Dr. Anton Vrame, 
director of the Department of Religious Education, provides 
voice-over narration. Although students of icons will already 
be familiar with much of the information, the scenes of Or-
thodox life in Romania and the development of Titiana’s icons 
make this 58-minute film well worthwhile even for more so-
phisticated audiences. Especially beautiful, for example, are 
the way in which icons unfold from the “bottom up,” as the 
iconographer adds layer upon layer, and the scenes of the appli-
cation of gold leaf. Filmmaker Theodore Grouya presents the 
creation of an icon step by step, without allowing the film to 
become simply a “technical presentation.” Watching Titiana’s 

steady hand trace a halo around the head of Christ arrests your 
attention and draws you deeper into the iconographer’s art and 
discipline. These are techniques that most people will never 
see, and here they are depicted clearly.
 Presbytera Titiana stresses the role of icons in prayer—
that they make prayer easier, that they are meant to inspire a 
relationship with God and not aestheticism for its own sake, 
and that they are an aid to the true happiness that character-
izes a sincere life in Christ. She also explains how she prepares 
to paint an icon. Dr. Vrame discusses the historical and theo-
logical character of icons throughout. Because the film was 
made for a wide audience, Dr. Vrame also explains basics of 
the Orthodox Christian faith and tradition. His analysis car-
ries the film.
 There are many things to recommend about this produc-
tion, but perhaps most memorable are the simplicity, purity, 
and love of the iconographer herself. Like many Orthodox 
Christian women of deep faith, Presbytera Titiana somehow 
combines wisdom and innocence, childlikeness and maturity, 
femininity and strength. If, as it has been said, the secret of 
happiness lies in the company we keep, then an hour with 
Presbytera Popa is an hour well spent.

Produced by Cinema Arts Magic, Palm Springs, Califor-	

nia (2007)

DVD available from the Department of Religious Educa-	

tion ($19.95)

Dr. Timothy Patitsas is Assistant Professor of Ethics at Holy Cross 
Greek Orthodox School of Theology.

icon: Through the hand of God 
A film by Theodore Grouya

Reviewed by Dr. Timothy Patitsas
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Both the Leadership 100 and the Department 
of Religious Education should be highly 
commended for their partnership on this 
exceptional project. The potential value 
that this product brings to Orthodox parish 

ministry is extraordinary. This is a set of 4 DVDs, which 
includes a total of 16, approximately fifteen-minute video 
presentations. It was designed primarily for catechumenate 
classes, adult religious education classes, and for individual 
families looking for ways to strengthen their own ties to the 
faith and come to a deeper understanding of the Church’s 
twelve great feasts (Pascha is not included, because it is 
greater than the twelve great feasts) and the Christian life. 
One might even consider using these fifteen-minute morsels 
in creative ways with high school and junior high groups as 
an introduction before each major feast day.
 The ingredients that went into this illuminating 
feast of our faith are fresh and sumptuous, wonderfully 
textured and savory, ambrosial and heavenly. But don’t get 
the wrong idea; these ingredients are not esoteric delicacies 
for the ecclesiastical elite and this isn’t a banquet for a bunch 
of academics. Although scholars do a lot of the talking and 
explaining, they do so in a very accessible and understandable 
manner. This is truly soul food, accessible and comforting 

and yet nourishing and fulfilling. This spread is the best of 
the best of Grandma’s home cooking, designed to bring the 
stranger in as a closer member of the family—the heavenly 
family.
  For a catechesis that will keep people’s interest 
and spur lots of great personal thinking, this product will 
definitely give you the most bang for your buck at $34.95 for 
the entire set.
 For each feast there is information about the origins 
of the feast itself, traditions associated with it, explanation 
of the icon for the feast, and theological reflection on the 
significance of the feast. Texts from hymns of the feast 
introduce the various sections of the presentation. Four of 
the segments are not about the feasts, but about Orthodox 
worship and liturgical life in general.
 At the end of each fifteen-minute sequence is a series 
of questions designed to spur discussion about the further 
meaning and life application of the topic. For example, at 
the feast of the Exaltation of the Cross, “What are some of 
the ways that we can be crucified with Christ?” and “How 
do we fulfill our baptismal vows throughout our lives?” For 
the Nativity, “In what ways does the world misunderstand 
the ‘spirit of Christmas’?” At the feast of Theophany, “How 
is our baptism related to the baptism of Christ?” For the 
section called We Shall Be Like Him, “What does it mean 
to sanctify time?” In the section called To Live is Christ, 
“What does it mean to be in communion with someone?” 
and “How can we be more engaged in our parish’s worship?” 
At the feast of Transfiguration, “What does it mean to be 
transformed?” and “How have our lives been transformed by 
the love of Christ?” 
 At http://feasts.goarch.org there is a link to each of 
the feasts featured on these DVDs to get printable resources 
suitable for handing out at the end of each class.
 Every parish that wants to add a satisfying dish to 
its religious education spread should purchase this DVD set 
and plan to incorporate it into its adult religious education 
menu. Every parish bookstore or library should make it a 
priority to keep at least one of these DVD sets in stock at all 
times, to recommend for family use.

Allan Boyd is in his senior year in the Master of Divinity 
program at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology.

Reviewed by Allan Boyd

A Veritable feast of the faith
enter in: exploring the feasts of the Church
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Please call the department of religious education at 800-566-1088 to place orders.

My first story of easter
Tim Dowley

Sure to be a favorite, My First Story of Easter helps young 
children understand the true meaning of the Easter season.  
Its simple text makes the Scriptures clear.  The endearing 
illustrations joyfully depict Christ’s loving sacrifice and glorious 
resurrection (ages 4-6)
CB700 .......................................................................$7.95

The story of easter
Christopher Doyle and John Hayson

Jesus was crucified outside Jerusalem almost two thousand 
years ago.  Three days later He rose from the dead.  He then 
appeared to thousands of people.  Through His life, death and 
resurrection, He changed the world.  This beautiful book tells 
the story of Good Friday and Easter Day (ages7-10)
CB715 .......................................................................$14.95

holy Week and Pascha
Euphemia Briere

This books takes us through the period in the life of Christ from 
the raising of Lazarus to the Resurrection as reflected in the Divine 
Services of the Holy Orthodox Church.  These beautiful and 
moving services draw together the Old Testament prophecies and 
the events that took place during that week into an experience and 
understanding of the passion of our Lord.  Simply explained, with 
beautiful icons and iconographic illustrations, this books is a treasure 
for Christians of all ages.  Paperback. 30 pages. (Ages 10-adult)
tr600 .......................................................................$12.00



At every Divine Liturgy in the Orthodox Church, 
we hear a lesson from one of the Epistles. Most 
of the pericopes (meaning “excerpt” and used 
almost exclusively to describe an excerpt from 
the Bible) are taken from the letters of St. Paul, 

with some exceptions (for example, from Pascha to Pentecost). 
The teachings of St. Paul contained in his letters contribut-
ed greatly to Christian doctrine. Reading them in church is 
one means of teaching the Christian faith. Remember that 
St. Paul himself rec-
ommended that the 
Christians read his let-
ters when they met (see 
Colossians 4:16) and 
then exchange them 
with other communi-
ties—like forwarding 
an email today!
However, St. Paul ap-
pears in one other book 
of the New Testament: 
Acts of the Apostles. 
The ministry of St. 
Paul of spreading the 
Christian message and 
establishing commu-
nities comprises more 
than half of the fifth 
book of the New Testament. In the remainder of this short 
essay, we shall take a brief look at the St. Paul we don’t hear 
too much about or from in our liturgical life. Our only bibli-
cal source will be Acts of the Apostles. 

the BeGinninGs
In Acts of the Apostles (abbreviated “Acts”), St. Paul first ap-
pears at the stoning of Stephen the Deacon. Saul was given 
the task of minding the cloaks (Acts 7:58) and is described as 
“consenting to Stephen’s death” (Acts 8:1) and actively perse-

cuting this first Christian community, imprisoning men and 
women for their faith in Jesus. At this time, of course, Chris-
tianity was seen as a heretical sect of Judaism, calling itself 
“the Way” (Acts 9:2). In Acts 11:26, we learn that the believ-
ers in Antioch first began to be called “Christians.”
While Saul was traveling to Damascus to expand his perse-
cution of Christians, a bright light suddenly blinds him as 
he experiences the resurrected Jesus, who cries out to him, 
“Why do you persecute me?” (Acts 9:4). Saul is led to Anan-

ias in Damascus, where 
Ananias restores Saul’s 
sight and baptizes him. 
A few days later, Saul 
begins preaching that 
Jesus is the Son of God 
in the synagogue in Da-
mascus (Acts 9:20–22). 
Saul’s preaching con-
founds and angers the 
Jews. Saul escapes Da-
mascus by being placed 
over the walls of the 
city in a basket.

sAuL the 
MissiOnAry
Saul begins spreading 
the message that Jesus 

is the Messiah, the Christ. We see Paul take three “missionary 
journeys,” returning to Jerusalem afterward. The first is with 
Barnabas, who had been appointed by the Apostles to travel 
to Christian communities outside of Jerusalem. Barnabas 
seek out Saul, who was in Antioch at that time to accompany 
him (Acts 11:25). Saul and Barnabas, assisted by another dis-
ciple, John Mark, begin a missionary journey that will take 
them throughout the region, but especially to Cyprus (where 
Barnabas had grown up) and parts of Asia Minor (modern 
Turkey). Because of their work in Greco-Roman circles—in-

The st. Paul We don’t hear
Anton C. Vrame, Ph.D.

In this Year of St. Paul, all Christians are being encouraged to look more closely at the life of 
this great Apostle. In the last issue of PRAXIS, we provided some basics for beginning to study 
St. Paul. In this essay, we want to look a little more closely at St. Paul from the perspective of 
Acts of the Apostles, where St. Paul is the major figure.

the egnatian Way, the major road connecting europe at the time of st. Paul

page 31PrAxis w Winter 2009



stead of the Jewish world of Palestine—Saul adopts the Greek 
version of his name, Paul. 
For Paul’s second missionary journey, he works with Silas, 
having parted company with Barnabas over a disagreement 
about the work of John Mark (Acts 15:36–40). On this jour-
ney, we see Paul visit communities that he had already es-
tablished and go on to new cities to preach the Gospel. This 
second journey is notable for three reasons: First, Paul meets 
Timothy and Titus, who would go on to become leaders in 
the Church. Second, Paul travels throughout Greece, visiting 
Philippi, Thessalonica, Athens, and Corinth, where he would 
spend from eighteen months to three years (the record is not 
precise). Third, scholars believe that it was in Corinth that 
Paul began writing his epistles to the communities he had pre-
viously established. The first epistle he wrote is to the Thessa-
lonians. (The order they 
appear in the New Testa-
ment has to do with size, 
with the longer epistles 
being placed before the 
shorter, not the order in 
which they were written. 
For this reason, 1 Thes-
salonians is considered 
the oldest book of the 
New Testament, written 
between AD 50–52).
 In his third mission-
ary journey, Paul contin-
ues to work with Silas. 
This time Paul travels 
to Ephesus, Macedo-
nia, and the islands of 
Mytilene, Chios, Samos, 
Kos, and Rhodes, as well as visiting older communities, such 
as Antioch and Corinth. Following Paul’s arrest in Jerusalem 
and his call for a trial by the emperor himself, Paul begins his 
last journey—to Rome. Although this journey is not usually 
considered a missionary journey, a shipwreck strands Paul on 
the island of Malta for three months, where he heals the chief 
of the island and many others (Acts 27:9–11). Because of his 
work there, St. Paul is the patron saint of the island. Finally 
arriving in Rome, Paul lives under house arrest for about two 
years, continuing to preach the Gospel and writing letters. 
Most scholars assume he wrote the letters to the Colossians, 
Philippians, and Ephesians from Rome. Tradition holds that 
Paul was martyred in Rome in AD 64, when Nero was em-
peror—at the present site of the Church of St. Paul Outside 
the Walls.

the strAteGy
Reading Acts, we see St. Paul use a very straightforward strat-
egy to spread the Gospel. First, St. Paul expanded the fron-
tiers of the Church, but not the Roman world. He used what 
we might today call a “hub and spoke” approach. St. Paul 
traveled to well-established cities of the empire, for example, 
Philippi and Thessalonica, establishing communities that 
could become centers for reaching out to the surrounding re-
gion. Second, Paul initially preached to that city’s Jews. If the 
Jewish community were large enough to have a synagogue, he 
would go to it. Otherwise he met them wherever they met. 
For example, in Philippi the Jewish community met at a river-
side (Acts 16:13). Afterward, Paul would go to a place where 
he could preach to Gentiles. Those who would accept the 
Christian message would form a new community of believers 

that Paul would visit on 
his travels. Third, Paul 
usually tried to make 
contact with a signifi-
cant person in that city 
who might assist him. 
For example, in Philippi 
Paul met Lydia, and her 
home became the cen-
ter of Christian activity 
there. Fourth, we see a 
fluidity in religious life 
from that era that may 
surprise a contemporary 
reader. “Mixed-mar-
riage” already existed. 
Timothy, a disciple who 
St. Paul met in Lystra, 
had a Jewish mother 

and a Greek (hence, pagan) as a father (Acts 16:1–3). Finally, 
Paul preached the message of Christ, but he used different 
approaches to different audiences. For Jewish hearers, Paul 
would use the Old Testament and show how Jesus fulfilled 
the Old Testament prophecies (Acts 13:16–41, 17:2–3). 
When Paul preached to non-Jews, for example in Athens, he 
used terms that the pagan Greeks would understand, usually 
beginning with God as Creator, but also using ideas from 
Greek philosophy (Acts 17:22–30).
 There is, of course, a great deal to be learned about St. 
Paul from reading the Epistles themselves. In them, we find 
some of Paul’s greatest teachings about Christ and the Church 
and they should be read regularly and closely. Yet, this little-
studied book, Acts of the Apostles, is too often overlooked, 
despite the riches it contains.

A river bank in Philippi, where the Jewish community met and St. Paul preached
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Why sundAy sChOOL?
For most of us, going to Sunday school was a given. Attend-
ing Sunday school was as much a part of our Sunday ritual as 
attending the Divine Liturgy.
 Over the years, Orthodox religious educators have ques-
tioned our reliance on Sunday schools, especially because 
they met during the time of the Divine Liturgy, thus exclud-
ing children from Sunday worship. For decades, there has 
been a continual call for religious instruction to occur at 
a time other than the Sunday Liturgy. Some parishes have 
experimented with meeting at 
other days and times, but Sun-
day school endures, mostly with 
children attending part of the 
Liturgy then going off to class.

sO Where did the sun-
dAy sChOOL OriGinAte?
The Sunday school originated 
in the late eighteenth century in 
England. With the rapid indus-
trialization of England, before 
child labor laws and compulsory 
schooling, children were at work 
in factories and sweatshops. On 
Sundays they were free to do as 
they pleased, often just running 
wild and getting caught up in 
immoral and sometimes crimi-
nal behavior.
 In 1780, Robert Raikes 
(1735–1811), a journalist in 
Gloucester, England, wanted to combat this in his city. He 
organized the first Sunday school to teach literacy skills, 
Christian teachings, reading the Bible, and skills necessary 
for everyday life, such as hygiene to children. It was a full day 
and very strict in its discipline. Because English law barred 
him from opening a school, it met in the kitchen in a home 
in the neighborhood of the students. Over time, Raikes es-
tablished a number of these Sunday schools. 
 Raikes’s work received mixed reviews at the time. Some in 
the Church of England and the British government criticized 
him for giving the poor too much control and authority over 
their lives. However, many British gentry supported his work.
 

John Wesley, who had preached in the American colonies 
in the 1730s, visited one of the Sunday schools while on a 
preaching tour in England. Wesley determined to include the 
Sunday school in the movement he called Methodism. Sun-
day school resembled some of Wesley’s efforts in Savannah, 
Georgia, in earlier decades. Another early developer was Wil-
liam Fox, a wealthy Baptist, who established Sunday schools 
in the 1780s so that people could learn to read the Bible. Fox 
also formed the Sunday School Society, which promoted the 
development of Sunday schools throughout England. Over 

time, the Sunday school became a 
regular feature of life in England, 
with hundreds of thousands of 
students enrolled in them.

in the united stAtes
Because of the religious convic-
tions of the colonists to America, 
organizing school programs for 
children to learn to read the Bi-
ble, the catechism of their partic-
ular church, and basic Christian 
teachings was present from the 
very earliest times, although not 
necessarily as a “Sunday school.” 
Parishes and denominations oper-
ated these schools; most schools in 
the colonies and the United States 
after 1776 were religiously based. 
(What we think of as the public 
school would not begin to be es-
tablished until the mid-1800s.)

 The American Sunday School Union was founded in 
1824 to develop resources and to promote the establishment 
of Sunday schools throughout the American continent, es-
pecially as the population began to move westward into the 
new territories. A controversial issue in the Sunday school 
was the teaching of blacks, slave or free. Southern states had 
outlawed education for slaves, and Northerners were viewed 
with suspicion when they established Sunday schools in the 
South. Black denominations, such as the African Method-
ist Episcopal Church, began to establish their own Sunday 
schools. Like in England, the Sunday school became a regu-
lar feature of American parish life.

religious education Basics
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the OrthOdOx exPerienCe
In the twentieth century, with the establishment of Greek 
Orthodox parishes, creating a Sunday school was seen as 
necessary. In 1926, Bishop Joachim of Boston wrote: “We 
consider it a great need from this point on to systematize the 
Sunday Schools and give greater importance to teaching reli-
gion to our children, who will be the members, parish coun-
cils, teachers, and priests of the Church in the future genera-
tions.” Mr. George Alexander became the General Director 
of Religious Education for the Diocese of Chicago, having 
studied Religious Education at a Protestant seminary in Chi-
cago. In a letter in 1927, he reported to Archbishop Alexander 
that he had established twelve Sunday schools in the Chicago 
diocese and requested permission to travel freely throughout 
the archdiocese to assist the growing number of requests for 
assistance from parishes wanting to establish their own Sun-
day schools. While some calls were made to hold catecheti-
cal schools on Saturday and drop the name “Sunday school,” 
these efforts largely did not succeed. “Sunday school” has 
been with us ever since. Since the 1950s the Greek Ortho-
dox Archdiocese has had a full-time Department of Religious 
Education, producing resources for religious instruction and 
teacher development. As parishes began to expand and to 
build facilities, especially in the 1960s and 1970s (and to this 
day), including space for religious education and other in-
structional programs has been a major priority.

is it reLiGiOus eduCAtiOn, ChristiAn 
eduCAtiOn, Or CAteChesis?
Orthodox Christians regularly use these three terms inter-
changeably to mean the same thing religious instruction. 
However, the terms have unique origins, and among scholars 
in the field, they point to different issues. 
 “Catechesis” is by far the oldest of the three, being used 
in the ancient Church to describe the education of those pre-
paring for baptism, that is, the catechumens. Catechesis re-
fers to the oral transmission of the Faith. If you encounter a 
“catechetical  homily” in a patristic text, you can feel confi-
dent that this was delivered to adults preparing for baptism. 
The term catechesis was reclaimed in the 1970s during the li-
turgical renewal movement to reconnect educational practice 
with liturgical and sacramental life. Catechesis is meant to 
be doctrinal, ethical, practical (that is, in the practices of the 
Faith), and formational, socializing learners into the life and 
ethos of the Church, especially through its liturgical life.
 The idea of “religious education” was born in the early 
twentieth century with pioneering scholars like George Al-
bert Coe and John Dewey. For Coe, religious education was 
the “systematic, critical examination, and reconstruction of 
relations between persons, guided by Jesus’ assumption that 

persons are of infinite worth, and by the hypothesis of the 
existence of God, the Great Valuer of Persons.” Religious 
education was meant to be “scientific” and rigorous, that is, 
subject to rules and processes, like any other academic field 
of study. It was also reflective of the thinking of the Progres-
sive Era in American life. The Religious Education Associa-
tion was founded in 1903 by William Raney Harper, the first 
president of the University of Chicago. The REA continues 
to be the primary academic association of scholars and prac-
titioners in the field, no matter what they call their work.
 The idea of “Christian education” developed around the 
time of World War II and was seen as a corrective to religious 
education. Theologians like Reinhold Niebuhr and educator 
Randolph Crump Miller argued that theology was the clue 
to the religious instruction of Christians, “to bring learners 
into the right relationship with Jesus Christ, using the guid-
ance of parents and the fellowship of life in the church as 
the environment in which Christian nurture will take place.” 
Theology would drive curriculum development and the the-
ology of a Church should be the foundation of religious 
instruction within that Church. Some scholars today, such 
as Thomas Groome, have argued for a “Christian Religious 
Education,” which unites the strengths of these two earlier 
strands of thought.
 George Alexander, mentioned above, was a student of 
the “religious education” movement in Chicago. Thus when 
he organized the first department in the Greek Orthodox 
Church, he named it accordingly, and it has been with the 
Archdiocese and Department of Religious Education ever 
since. Other Orthodox jurisdictions in America organized 
their ministries later, when “Christian education” was the 
current term.

Anton C. Vrame, PhD, is Director of the Department of Reli-
gious Education, a member of the Religious Education Associa-
tion, having served on its board of directors. He is presently a 
member of the Editorial Committee of the REA’s journal, Reli-
gious Education, in publication since 1905.

Resources
George Nicozisin, The Road to Orthodox Phronema: Christian 
Education in the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of North and 
South America (Brookline, MA: Department of Religious 
Education, n.d.).

James E. Reed and Ronnie Prevost, A History of Christian 
Education (Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman Publish-
ers, 1993).



Each year I challenge myself 
to come up with Lenten 
project for our Sunday 
school classes. It is my 
desire that the project 

involves the entire Sunday school as 
well as the adults in the parish, thus 
bringing everybody closer as we make 
our Lenten journey. Last year I came 
up with a fun project involving kites.
 Make seven kites, one for each 
Sunday of Lent, Palm Sunday, and 
Pascha. I used wrapping paper and 
decorated the kites with icons I printed 
from www.goarch.org. Many Web sites 
have instructions on how to make a 
kite; I used www.skratch-pad.com/
kites/make.html.

For each kite, you will need:
2 ea. 1/4 inch dowels•	
String•	
Craft glue•	
Paper (you can use different •	
wrapping papers to make each 
kite colorful and unique)
Card stock or construction •	
paper

Find an area in your church to display 
the seven kites and their tails. We 
used the stairway that leads from our 
basement function hall up to our 
narthex.
 Each week, hang up the kite you 
made for that Sunday of Lent. Cut out 
bows for the tail of the kite using card 
stock or construction paper. Give each 
Sunday school class one bow for each 
Sunday. Compose a short description 
of each Sunday, along with a question 
for the students about that particular 
Sunday, asking how they prepare for it 
or how it affects them. For example:

The Third sunday of Lent: At 
this halfway point through our 
Lenten journey, we turn to the 

Holy and Life-Giving Cross. 
By venerating it reverently, we 
might receive strength and grace 
to complete the divine struggle 
of the fast.

What does the Cross mean to you in 
your everyday lives?

Give a copy to your teachers and post a 
copy next to your kite.

 Each class comes up with one answer 
and writes it on its bow. At the end of 
Sunday school, each class attaches its 
answer to the tail of the kite. You will 
have a stairway or hallway beautifully 
decorated with kites along with some 
surprisingly insightful answers to share 
with your entire parish. We ended 
up with seven kites, starting with the 
Sunday of Orthodoxy, ascending our 
stairway, with the Pascha kite at the top 
of the stairs in the narthex. The tail of 
the Palm Sunday kite had “Blessed is he 
who comes in the name of the Lord!” 
on the bows, and the Pascha kite had 
the words to “Christ is Risen!”
 We gave our kites away as prizes for 
our Lenten read-a-thon. This year we 
hope to hold a kite festival. Flying kites, 
in many places around the world, from 
Greece to Bermuda, is a traditional 
expression celebrating the beginning of 
Lent. Although there is no single reason 
for it, I cannot help to feel that when 
I am flying a kite I am, perhaps, just a 
little bit closer to God.

Paul Bobotas is the assistant high school 
teacher in the Sunday school at St. Gregory 
the Theologian Greek Orthodox Church 
in Mansfield, MA. If you have questions 
about this project, you can contact him 
at stgregorytheologian@earthlink.net or 
bobotas@verizon.net.

Celebrate Lent with Kites
By Paul Bobotas
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The Department of Religious Education announces the first of three Orthodox Christian Vacation 
Church School programs as part of a curriculum written and field-tested by Rhonda Webb, Laura 
Morton, and Barbara Harris.

VCS is structured as a five-session, half-day program for children ages five to eleven (kindergarten 
to 5th grade). The authors also provide suggestions for adapting VCS to a parish’s needs, such as 
alternative schedules and age groupings.

The VCS Master Toolkit gives each church—of any size, on any budget—the resources and flexibility 
to plan, set up, and implement a successful program. The Director and Teacher Binders contain 
program manuals and reproducible forms and worksheets. Each binder also includes two CDs. The 
Data CD has printable publicity, classroom, and worship materials, along with logos and clip art for 
creating unique supplementary materials. The Music CD contains a variety of English hymns (in the 
Byzantine tradition) and original songs, in both vocal and instrumental sing-along versions.Fo
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This year, VCS explores the four Great Feasts of the Church dedicated to the 
Theotokos, focusing on the theme of “Traveling on the Ark of Salvation.” The robust 
program keeps children moving and engaged with the following components:

Hymns and original songs•	
Crafts•	
Puppet theater•	
Morning and afternoon        •	
prayer services
Worship lessons•	

VCS Master Toolkit $79.95

Director Binder (with 1 Data CD and 1 Music CD)
Contains all materials for program planning, publicity, registration, staff •	
selection and training, job descriptions, daily and weekly schedules, and 
curriculum implementation, as well as suggestions for decorations and 
craft suppliers
Also includes all program-wide materials, such as group assembly outlines, •	
puppet theater scripts, and music

Teacher Binder (with 1 Data CD and 1 Music CD)

Contains all academic lessons, classroom activities, memory verses, crafts •	
instructions, and music

Supplementary Materials available from the DRE

Prayer Service Booklets•	  (pack of 10) $11.95
Student Classroom Booklets•	  (pack of 10) $12.95
Extra Director Binder (includes 1 Data CD and 1 Music CD) $49.95•	
Extra Teacher Binder (includes 1 Data CD and 1 Music CD) $29.95•	
Extra Music CD $10.95•	
Extra Data CD $10.95•	

Extras available for order from the 
VCS online store at CafePress

Adult and child shirts in a •	
 variety of colors and styles

Tote bags•	
Buttons•	

Classroom lessons, activities, •	
and memory verse
Recreation and snack time•	
Daily full-group assemblies and •	
a closing program
Spotlights on missions•	

Stickers•	
Certificates•	
Posters•	
Signs•	
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Th is curriculum is designed to be a comprehensive vacation church school (VCS) 
curriculum in three themed volumes with two academic levels. A vacation church school 
can teach the Twelve Great Feasts curriculum in three summers of half-day, week-long 
programs. Th e three volumes of the Twelve Great Feasts curriculum can also be adapted for 
use in traditional church school settings.

Objectives.........................................................................................

Following the completion of each of the three units, students should be able to 

Identify the names of the feasts studied1. 

Identify the icons of the feasts2. 

Summarize each feast day in 1–2 sentences3. 

Recognize and sing hymns of the church4. 

Sing catchy fun songs relating to the theme5. 

Recite the unit’s Bible verse from memory6. 

Actively participate in daily worship7. 

Display memorable craft projects that they have created8. 

Discuss other countries where Orthodox Christian missionaries are at work9. 

Recall many enjoyable and fun interactions they have experienced with  10. 

other children and with staff 

GOAL
Our goal is to provide a quality Orthodox 

Christian elementary educational curriculum 
that enhances the spiritual lives of the children 
in our community in a fun, memorable, engaging, 
and theologically sound manner. To that end, we 
have provided lessons, worship, activities, crafts, 
assemblies, and music. We also have lay leaders 
and teachers in mind, so we have included a 
comprehensive administrative framework to ensure 
that the program can be readily implemented.

THE TWELVE GREAT FEASTS CURRICULUM
VOLUME I: FEASTS OF THE THEOTOKOS

DATE

Dear Vacation Church School Volunteer:

Greetings! We want to confi rm in writing what we have already discussed 
concerning your involvement in our upcoming Vacation Church School program. As 
usual, we have a great staff  lined up, and registrations are beginning to come in.

We’ve attached a fl yer with a registration form. If you have children who will be 
participating in the program, please send in your registration & fee today! Please note 
the deadline for receiving registrations. After that date, registrations will only be 
received if space is available. If you have older children whom you would like to have 
assist you or another staff  member, please contact the director with those details.

Mark your calendars: Our training workshop is scheduled for 
___________________.

Th is is our only chance to come together, get acquainted with one another and with 
this year’s program, and start our fi nal preparations. All staff  and teachers must 
attend! Th e general orientation, which includes all staff , will take about one hour. 
Teachers should plan to stay an extra hour and a half for more intensive classroom 
training.

You have been asked to:

   Serve as a classroom teacher for grade(s)     

   Your co-teacher is     

   Serve on the VCS staff  as     

   Your team coordinator is     

We are looking forward to a great program. See you at our Training Workshop! 

Please call us if you have any questions or concerns.

Sincerely in Christ, Yours in Christ,

VCS Director Parish Priest

PHONE NUMBER

E-MAIL ADDRESS

VCS

DATE

Dear Vacation Church School Volunteer:

Greetings! We want to confi rm in writing what we have already discussed 
concerning your involvement in our upcoming Vacation Church School program. As 
usual, we have a great staff  lined up, and registrations are beginning to come in.

We’ve attached a fl yer with a registration form. If you have children who will be 
participating in the program, please send in your registration & fee today! Please note 
the deadline for receiving registrations. After that date, registrations will only be 
received if space is available. If you have older children whom you would like to have 
assist you or another staff  member, please contact the director with those details.

Mark your calendars: Our training workshop is scheduled for 

___________________.

Th is is our only chance to come together, get acquainted with one another and with 
this year’s program, and start our fi nal preparations. All staff  and teachers must 
attend! Th e general orientation, which includes all staff , will take about one hour. 
Teachers should plan to stay an extra hour and a half for more intensive classroom 
training.

TRAVELING ON THE 
ARK OF SALVATION



In this article, the interpretation of the biblical account 
of the “Triumphal Entry of Jesus” into Jerusalem 
will be examined. In both the Eastern and Western 
Church, this event 
is celebrated on the 

Sunday prior to Pascha called 
Palm Sunday. By looking 
at the iconography and the 
hymns of the liturgical ser-
vices of Palm Sunday, as well 
as certain early homilies from 
the Church Fathers, we will 
show here that for the feast of 
Palm Sunday children play a 
privileged, prophetic role. It 
is therefore very surprising 
when we compare this perva-
sive patristic interpretive tra-
dition with the four Gospels’ 
accounts of the entry into Je-
rusalem, since in the latter we 
find no children at the gate 
greeting Jesus.
 So why do the 
hymnography, iconography, 
and patristic sermons for this 
major feast give privilege to 
the role of children in declar-
ing the praises of the Lord at 
His entrance into Jerusalem 
when there is seemingly no 
plain-meaning basis for this 
interpretation within the 
Gospels? We will begin answering this question by describing 
briefly this theological tradition—namely that it is the chil-
dren who, almost exclusively, recognize Jesus as the promised 
Messiah by chanting praises, lifting palms, and placing their 
garments before Him as He entered Jerusalem’s gate on Palm 
Sunday. In this scene, the adults and disciples were minor 
characters when compared to the children of Jerusalem that 
day. The most vivid way to portray this theologically rich pa-

tristic interpretation is to examine the iconographic tradition 
of the feast. The traditional Byzantine icon of Palm Sunday 
includes five major elements (see illustration 1):

The disciples following 1. 
behind Jesus

Jesus riding side-saddle 2. 
on a white donkey as if en-
throned

Elders of Jerusalem in 3. 
front of the gate of Jerusa-
lem, some looking at Jesus 
while others look at each 
other in bewilderment

The city walls of Jerusa-4. 
lem and the Temple rising 
up in the center of the city

Children both below 5. 
and above Jesus, who is in 
the center of the icon;2 the 
ones below Him are remov-
ing their outer garments 
and laying them on the 
road before Jesus as they 
would for a king; the ones 
above have climbed into a 
palm tree and are busy cut-
ting branches to raise them 
as signs of victory

 Children typically 
play a central role in the 
icon of “palm bearing” of 

Palm Sunday. As one can see from the icon, the children are 
beneath and above Christ, comprising the middle third of a 
three-paneled scene. Sometimes, they are depicted as playful, 
such as the tenth-century ivory triptych icon, where one of the 
children in the tree seems to be exuberant in his perch (illus-
tration 2).3 The depiction of children in the festal icon is quite 
an ancient tradition in the Church. In an illustrated biblical 
manuscript known as the Rossano Gospel, which dates from 

“Out of the Mouth of Babes”: 
 The Prophetic role of Children on  

Palm sunday in the Orthodox Liturgical tradition1

by Dr. Bruce N. Beck

illustration 1
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the sixth century (illustration 3), children are depicted both 
climbing a tree and coming out as a group to greet Jesus joy-
fully.4

 But we must ask ourselves why are the daughters and sons 
of Jerusalem so prominently depicted in this icon of the feast, 
while the adults and the disciples are on the sidelines? This 
question is of particular significance because none of the four 
Gospel accounts give any explicit reference to children at Je-
sus’s entry, but rather it is “the crowds ” (Matthew 21:8 and 
John 12:12), “many people” (Mark 11:9), or “his disciples” 
(Luke 19:37) who greet Him and spread their garments at the 
entrance to Jerusalem.5 This surprising discrepancy between 
the Gospel narratives and the icons of the feast points to a 
deeper understanding of the feast of Palm Sunday, which itself 
owes its inspiration to a careful reading of the account found 
in Matthew’s Gospel. Before describing how this tradition de-
veloped, let us first look at some of the hymns of this feast of 
recognition and praise of the children.

LiturGiCAL hyMns On the GreAt entry
Mounted on the throne in heaven, Christ 
God, and on the colt on earth, you accepted 
the praise of the angels and the hymn of the 
children who cried to you, “Blessed are you 
who come to call back Adam.”6

With this hymn by St. Romanos the Melodist (sixth cent.), the 
feast of Palm Sunday is succinctly interpreted. Seated on the 
foal, Jesus is enthroned in heaven, with the earth as His foot-
stool. There are two spheres, each with their own choirs who 
praise him—the heavenly angels and the choir of children, 
each singing “Blessed are you who come to call back Adam.” 
This chant by the angels and children is an interpretation of the 
biblical hymn of praise: “Hosanna. Blessed is He who comes 
in the name of the Lord” (Mark 11:9).7 In this kontakion, the 
significance of Jesus’s entry is emphasized: Jesus comes to die 
in order to plunder Hades, pulling up Adam and Eve from 
their tombs.8 Thus, the so-called “triumphal entry” is at first 
glance not triumphant at all, because it leads to His execution 
on a cross; but through the eyes of faith (i.e., of the angels and 
children), His entry heralded the deliverance of humankind 
from death’s grasp.

 Elsewhere in St. Romanos’s Kontakion on the Entry, he 
draws an even sharper distinction between the role of the chil-
dren and their elders, leaving no ambiguity about the miracu-
lous nature of this occurrence. Strophe 13 reads:

After these words of Christ, the official busi-
ness was made clear; for before He reached 
the city, the hymn of the children terrified all 
of His enemies. Lifting up His eyes, He fixed 
His gaze steadily on Zion and composing a 

dirge over it, He cried: “Mourn, O Jerusalem, 
since you have found children, your sons, the 
teachers of their fathers. You act the younger 
of the two in evil and depravity, and in your 
old age you are weary of well doing. Better 
than you are those who cry out: ‘Thou art the 
blessed One who comest to call up Adam.’ ”9

Here St. Romanos interprets the cause of Jesus’s mourning 
over Jerusalem to be over the unnatural situation of the chil-
dren teaching their fathers, and the fathers being outdone by 
their children in virtue. So in this chanted homily, St. Roma-
nos distinguishes two distinct groups within “the crowd”: the 
children who hymned Jesus at His entry, making manifest His 
identity as the Son of David, and their parents who did the 
opposite.

 This interpretation from the Scripture that the children 
are the only ones who receive Jesus with joy is a ubiquitous 
and prominent characteristic of the hymns and icons of Palm 
Sunday in early Eastern Christianity. Another example of this 
phenomenon is the apolytikion (dismissal hymn) chanted both 
on Lazarus Saturday and Palm Sunday. Like the kontakion by 
St. Romanos, it too stresses the children’s paradigmatic role as 
Jesus entered Jerusalem.

Assuring us before your Passion of the gen-
eral resurrection, you raised Lazarus from the 
dead, Christ our God. Therefore like the chil-
dren we also carry tokens of victory, and we 
cry to you, the Conqueror of death: Hosanna 
in the highest. Blessed is he who comes in the 
name of the Lord!10

Another hymn chanted at the service of Great Vespers of Palm 
Sunday beautifully describes the scene of Jesus riding into Jeru-
salem on a donkey with the children holding palm branches:

illustration 2
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He who has heaven as His throne and earth 
His footstool, the Word and co-eternal Son 
of God the Father, having come to Bethany, 
showed His humility today on the colt of a 
dumb animal. Therefore the children of the 
Hebrews, holding branches in their hands, 
sang His praise and cried, “Hosanna in the 
highest! Blessed is he who comes, the King 
of Israel.”11

In this hymn, the children are compared to the “dumb ani-
mal” on which Jesus is riding. The comparison is established 
through the connecting word “therefore,” which begins the 
sentence about the children, and links this sentence to the 
one that comes before it about the colt. Though subtle, this 
comparison between the children and the donkey was quite 
common among Greco-Roman and Byzantine authors. O. M. 
Bakke, in his comprehensive survey of the perceptions and 
treatment of children in ancient Christianity, states: “When 
we hear about children’s nature and qualities in ancient sources 
the emphasis lies on their lack of logos. They do not possess 
the necessary presupposition for rational thinking. . . . In the 
philosophical tradition, they were compared to animals that 
had to be tamed.”12 The word “dumb” that modifies the word 
“colt” means literally “without reasoning” (alogos). This hymn 
then begins to give some indication of the immensity of the 
miracle that happened at the gate of Jerusalem according to 
this patristic exegetical tradition. The children were of such 
an age that it is clear that they were speaking wisdom beyond 

their years; they were inspired by God to utter these things.

 We see this interpretation of the children’s utterance of 
praise at the gate more plainly in this same vesperal hymn in its 
fourth strophe, where we hear: “So too Israel your beloved of-
fers you praise from mouths of sucklings and innocent babes, 
as they see you coming to the Holy City, O Christ, six days 
before the Passover.”13 This hymn quotes a portion of a proph-
ecy given by King David, that reads, “Out of the mouth of 
babes and sucklings hast thou perfected praise” (Psalm 8:3a 
LXX). Interestingly, this verse is used by Jesus in the biblical 
portion immediately following the scene at the gate (Matthew 
21:15–16) to reprove the chief priests in the Temple; it is also 
given a prominent role in the hymns of Palm Sunday.14 This 
verse serves as a kind of lightning rod for the patristic theology 
of Palm Sunday in general. Its frequent use in the hymns, as 
well as in patristic homilies and treatises on Palm Sunday (see 
below), demonstrates the tendency in patristic exegesis to treat 
the entire first day in Jerusalem as a single, seamless narrative 
(Matthew 21:1–17) rather than limiting the scope of the nar-
rative to the scene at the gate as is typically done (Matthew 
21:1–11).15

 Finally, an even more explicit interpretation is found in 
the service of Matins, where the following is read:

. . . [T]he children of the Hebrews threw their 
garments over it and, cutting down branches 
of palm trees and carrying others in their 
hands, they went ahead of Him crying out, 
“Hosanna to the Son of David. Blessed is he 

illustration 3
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who comes in the name of the Lord, the King 
of Israel.” This happened because the All-Holy 
Spirit moved their tongues to praise and extol 
Christ.16

Therefore, according to this tradition of interpretation, the 
children were very young, and so spoke out of inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit rather than by their reasoning, and their 
tongues were put to use as instruments of praise, as an awe-
some and terrible sign from God that the King of Israel had 
entered His holy city.

PAtristiC hOMiLies And treAtises
The dating of this exegetical tradition of the children prophe-
sying at Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem can be traced much earlier 
than the time of St. Romanos the Melodist (sixth cent.). St. 
Clement of Alexandria, whose ministry spanned the late sec-
ond and early third centuries, makes use of this same exegeti-
cal tradition in a chapter entitled “All who Walk according to 
Truth are Children of God” in book I of his Paedagogos.17 He 
writes:

The prophetic spirit also distinguishes us as 
children. “Plucking,” it is said, “branches of 
olives or palms, the children went forth to 
meet the Lord, and cried, saying, Hosanna to 
the Son of David! Blessed is He that cometh 
in the name of the Lord”; light, and glory, 
and praise, with supplication to the Lord: for 
this is the meaning of the expression Hosan-
na when rendered in Greek. And the Scrip-
ture appears to me, in allusion to the proph-
ecy just mentioned, reproachfully to upbraid 
the thoughtless: “Have ye never read, Out of 
the mouths of babes and sucklings Thou hast 
perfected praise?”18

First, St. Clement here assumes that his audience is familiar 
with the interpretation of the children being the ones who cry 
out “Hosanna to the Son of David.” He retells here the epi-
sode from the gospels of Jesus’s entry, but inserts “the children” 
in the place of “the crowd.” Second, St. Clement here refers 
twice to the children’s blessing of Christ as prophecy in this 
short excursus. He says that it is the Spirit of prophecy that 
“distinguishes us as children” and he calls their utterance “a 
prophecy.” Thus he understood the children to be too young to 
speak these words without the Spirit of prophecy giving them 
the words to speak. Thirdly, St. Clement collapses the scene at 
the gate (Matthew 21:1–11) and that of the Temple (Matthew 
21:12–17), treating them as one seamless narrative, when he 
says “scripture appears . . . to upbraid the thoughtless: ‘Have ye 
never read, out of the mouths of babes and sucklings thou hast 

perfected praise’?” So from St. Clement of Alexandria’s writing 
we can see how early this exegetical tradition arose.

 We will next look briefly at an example of St. John Chrys-
ostom’s understanding of this biblical narrative. In his sermon 
on Matthew 21, St. John also depicts the children as the ones 
who cry out to Jesus, “singing to Him as to God.”19 He too 
focuses on Jesus’s quotation of Psalm 8:3 as a reproof of His 
adversaries. St. John interprets the phrase “out of the mouth of 
babes” to indicate that “what was said was not of their under-
standing, but of His power giving articulation to their tongue 
yet immature.”20 St. John raises up the children as a “type,” 
anticipating both the “lisping Gentiles” and the uneducated 
Apostles, showing the latter that in like manner Jesus would 
also grant them inspired utterance to proclaim the Gospel to 
the whole world. St. John then concludes his commentary on 
these prophetic children saying: “The miracle showed that He 
is Creator even of nature. The children then, although of age 
immature, uttered things that had a clear meaning, and were 
in accordance with those above, but the men [uttered] things 
teeming with frenzy and madness. For such is the nature of 
wickedness.”21

BiBLiCAL Genesis Of the trAditiOn
What is the basis of this interpretive tradition that not only 
gives an explicit role to children crying out to the “Son of Da-
vid,” but even an exclusive role against the silent rejection of 
the others gathered? How can this chasm between the “plain 
meaning” of the Gospel texts and this “child-centric,” patristic 
reading be explained? Is it related in any way to the biblical 
stories of Palm Sunday?
 When the Church Fathers promote an interpretation of a 
biblical text that seems to be widely divergent from the “plain 
reading” of the passage, this so-called “narrative expansion” 
almost always has as its point of departure some peculiarity or 
perceived difficulty in the scriptural text itself.22 Thus, the first 
place to look for the genesis of these seemingly creative or fan-
ciful interpretations is the biblical text, and not to assume that 
they are primarily motivated outside of the activity of biblical 
interpretation.
 The genesis of this tradition seems to be found in the Palm 
Sunday account in the Gospel of Matthew (21:1–17); this pas-
sage provides the generative question for the patristic inter-
preter (and for us). There, in Matthew 21:9, we see that “the 
crowd” cries out “Hosanna to the Son of David!” at the gate, 
and then a few verses later, in Matthew 21:15, the children 
cry out this same phrase, “Hosanna to the Son of David,” but 
this second time it is in the precincts of Temple rather than 
at the gate. Why is this same phrase “Hosanna to the Son of 
David” given twice, once by the crowds at the gate and then 
again in the Temple by the children? Are the children in the 

page 41PrAxis w Winter 2009



Temple related to the crowds at the gate of the city, and if so, 
what is that relationship? This is one of the rough places that 
we stumble across in reading closely Matthew’s narrative. Here 
I use the phrase “rough places” to indicate the places within 
a text that raise questions or present interpretation challenges 
for the reader. The phrase also has resonance with the proph-
ecy in Isaiah 40:4, “Every valley shall be exalted and every 
mountain and hill brought low; the crooked places shall be 
made straight, and the rough places smooth,” which, accord-
ing to Matthew 3:3, was fulfilled by the Forerunner John the 
Baptist in his preparing the way for the Messiah Jesus. Here, 
the patristic Tradition makes smooth the rough places of this 
scriptural conundrum through its focus on the children, as 
will be discussed below.
 There is one other related question for the patristic and 
contemporary interpreter of the Feast of Palm Sunday: why 
does “the crowd” receive Jesus on Palm Sunday, but a few days 
later “the crowd” will cry out to Pilate, “Let Him be cruci-
fied”?23 It turns out that the same Greek word is used for both 
the crowd at His entry and His trial before Pilate—ochlos.
 The responses to these two questions that arise from read-
ing Matthew’s account of Palm Sunday are now visible in the 
hymns and treatises of the early Church; the theologically em-
powered answer that the Fathers and hymnologists have given 
to this question of why the benediction “Hosanna to the Son 
of David” occurs twice in Matthew 21 is this: the children in 
the Temple are the same as those who had been crying out at the 
gate; it is the children who cut down the palms and raise them 
up; it is the children who lay down their garments in front 
of Him; and it is the children who chant words of prophecy, 
which are beyond their understanding, to Jesus the victorious 
Messiah.24 This interpretation of the children as the ones who 
recognize Jesus also answers the second question raised above; 
this crowd (of children) at the gate is not the same crowd (of 
adults) that asked Pilate to crucify Jesus; this crowd of children 
continued to accompany Jesus with their exuberant praises as 
He ascended to the Temple Mount.

the siGnifiCAnCe Of the ChiLdren fOr 
PALM sundAy
The consistent, vivid image from our Tradition of Palm Sun-
day depicts children prophesying with words of praise beyond 
their understanding, holding palms of victory that foreshadow 
the cross, the descent to Hades, and the empty tomb. Although 
this image may appear to us to be a radical departure from the 
Gospel narratives, the hymns, icons, and patristic sermons of 
the feast show that this theological understanding of Palm Sun-
day grew out of a serious engagement with the biblical texts. 
Like Jacob wrestling with the angel throughout the night until 
the angel gave the blessing at dawn,25 the early Church held on 
tightly to the “rough places” in the biblical text until She could 

receive their deeper meaning. We have suggested above that 
there are at least two generative rough places in Matthew’s ac-
count of Jesus’s first day in Jerusalem: 1) why the phrase “Ho-
sanna to the Son of David” is repeated twice in Matthew 21,26 
and 2) how “the crowd” that praised Jesus at His entry could 
demand five days later His crucifixion before Pilate (Matthew 
27). Our Tradition addresses these theological rough places 
in its portrayal of the epiphany of Jesus entering Jerusalem at 
the threshold of His Passion and Resurrection. This portrayal 
is an epiphany vividly centering on children above all others. 
In this view, the crowd at the gate is divided into two groups, 
the children and the adults. The one recognizes Jesus propheti-
cally; the other, while seeing, does not see, and while hearing, 
does not hear. As suggested earlier, this latter group may be the 
same crowd that was persuaded to ask for Jesus’s crucifixion 
before Pilate.
 The children thus make all the difference in how we see 
and understand this feast of our Lord, for they, and not their 
supposedly wiser elders, give witness to what is actually taking 
place on this day. Like the voice of the Father that comes down 
from heaven at Jesus’s baptism saying “This is my beloved Son, 
with whom I am well pleased,”27 the children’s voices, together 
with those of the angels in heaven, announce the epiphany of 
God in the flesh as He enters Zion, the city of the great king, 
crying out through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit: “Ho-
sanna to the Son of David. Blessed is He who comes in the 
name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest.”28 Like Peter when 
he declared that Jesus was the “Christ, the Son of the Living 
God,” whom Jesus then blessed and said, “. . . flesh and blood 
has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven,”29 so too 
are the children inspired on Palm Sunday, when they reveal 
this great mystery of the feast: God in Christ, entering His 
city, “humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross,” so that He might call us back 
from our captivity in Hades.30

 This feast, which privileges children as the heralds of the 
kingdom of God, teaches us a great deal about the nature of 
Christian faith, and how we can see and participate in the king-
dom of God. It shows us two ways: one of sight, and the other 
of blindness; one of proclamation, and the other of doubt. 
The first path, though, is not open to us merely through our 
own strength or wisdom, but rather through “God [who] is 
the Lord and has appeared to us,”31 so that His appearance in 
humility becomes “marvelous in our eyes.”32 We see this truth 
reiterated in the hymns of the feast, and by the sermon of St. 
John Chrysostom cited above, who wrote “what was said was 
not of their understanding, but of His power giving articulation 
to their tongue yet immature.”33 We see a very similar under-
standing of children in Jesus’s beautiful prayer of thanksgiving 
in Matthew 11:25–26, where He says, “I thank You, Father, 
Lord of heaven and earth, that You have hidden these things 
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from the wise and prudent and have revealed them to babes. 
Yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.” According to 
Lossky and Ouspensky, this passage reveals “the true meaning 
of the prophecies” of the children at the entry “by the words of 
the Saviour Himself.”34 For here the children are again, para-
doxically, favored over the so-called “wise and prudent” adults; 
again it is God the Father who reveals His Son to them, and 
not by the powers of their own understanding, “for apart from 
Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). Similarly, in Matthew 
19:14, Jesus commands His disciples, “Let the little children 
come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that 
the kingdom of heaven belongs.”
 Like all the major feasts of our Lord, the celebration of 
Palm Sunday makes manifest the mystery of our salvation, 
showing Christ’s entrance among us; so “we all, with unveiled 
face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory” (2 Cor-
inthians 3:18). It is this mystery of the kingdom that we pro-
claim along with the angels, cherubim and seraphim at each 
celebration of the Divine Liturgy, singing the “victory hymn” 
during the Anaphora, saying “Holy, holy, holy, Lord Sabaoth, 
heaven and earth are filled with Your glory. Hosanna in the 

Highest. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. 
Hosanna to God in the highest.” In the Divine Liturgy, there-
fore, the phrases “Hosanna” and “Blessed is He who comes 
in the name of the Lord” are transplanted from the setting 
of Palm Sunday to the Eucharistic celebration as a prayerful 
greeting of praise. This cry proclaims Christ’s imminent en-
trance within the liturgical service in the form of the gifts.35 
Therefore, like the children at the entrance of Jesus into Je-
rusalem, we see and recognize the divine mystery of Christ’s 
epiphany in each Divine Liturgy; we chant with the heavenly 
hosts that Christ is the Lord of Hosts, who fills heaven and 
earth, but as He did at Palm Sunday, He enters in humbly to 
be among His children. And for us, “this is the Lord’s doing, 
and it is marvelous in our eyes.”36

Dr. Bruce N. Beck is Director of the Pappas Patristic Institute 
and Adjunct Associate Professor of Scripture at Holy Cross Greek 
Orthodox School of Theology.

Footnotes are available on PRAXIS magazine’s Web site (www.
goarch.org/archdiocese/departments/religioused/praxis).
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