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C appadocia, an area in eastern Turkey just south of the region of Pontus and near Armenia, was a monastic 
center from the days of St. basil the great, bishop of Caesarea (today’s Kayseri). During the fi rst millennium of 
the byzantine Empire, Cappadocia was largely unaffected by the confl icts between the empire and its enemies. 
Following the Battle of Manzikert (1071), Turkish tribes began to move into the area. Cappadocia was part of 

the Ottoman Empire and then became part of the modern Turkish state.

The Christian population in Cappadocia carved homes, churches, and monasteries into the soft rock formations of the area. 
The icons on this page and the inside back cover are from the “Dark Church” in the city of Göreme, the most popular site 
for visitors to Cappadocia today. The frescoes were painted in the eleventh century. The church is called “dark” because it 
has only one small window. This architectural feature has helped keep the frescoes from fading. For many years, however, 
the church was used to house pigeons. The frescoes were restored in the 1950s and 1960s.

The familiar icon of the Anastasis (which is behind and to the right of the pillar in the image at the end of this magazine) 
shows Christ standing on the chained fi gure of Death—“trampling death”—and holding Adam by the arm, lifting him to 
life—“granting life to those in the tombs.” Adam’s free hand is in a gesture of prayer toward Christ. behind Adam stands 
Eve in a gesture of supplication. On the right side of the icon are Kings David and Solomon, pointing to Christ, and their 
presence reminds us of Christ’s lineage, thus also affi rming His humanity. In His hand Christ holds a cross, which also holds 
down death and shows the victory of the cross. This depiction is typical in Anastasis icons of this period (11th century).

The inside of the Dark Church is covered with such frescoes. The faces in most of the icons have been chipped away. 
because of the precision in removing the facial features, we know that this was intentional. Islam prohibits depicting the 
human form for religious veneration, but it allows for other forms of painted decoration; Christian icons are a violation of 
the Muslim faith. Defacing—that is, “removing the faces”—from the icons solved the problem for Muslim believers.



Rising above this circle is an enormous spherical dome, which 
makes the building exceptionally beautiful. It seems not to be 
founded on solid masonry, but to be suspended from heavens by 

that golden chain and so to cover the space.

Procopius (6th century), “The B uildings,” 
describing the newly constructed Hagia Sophia

Repentance is the ship, and fear is its helmsman, while love is the 
divine harbor. Fear leads us aboard the ship of repentance, takes us 
across the fetid sea of life, and guides us to the divine harbor, which 

is love.

St. Isaac the Syrian (late 7th century)

Knowledge is…the most profitable and the most valuable of all things 
to men—simply because in addition to its other benefits it lifts men 

above the stature of men.

Thomas Magister (13th century), On the Duty of a King

Those who have pleased God and attained that for which they came 
into being, namely divinization (theosis), these then are in God since 
they are divinized by Him and He is in them since it is He who 

divinizes them. 

St. Gregory Palamas

I have found by experience that it is right and beneficial…for all the 
brothers to live in common. All together they are to look to the same 
goal of salvation…They form one heart in their common life, one 

will, one desire, and one body as the apostle prescribes.

Typikon of St. Athanasios (10th century), 
founder of the Great Lavra

We have observed with our own eyes the avarice and injustice 
every day perpetrated against the poor…The powerful who desire 
to aggrandize (their lands) and to enjoy in full ownership what 
they had wrongly expropriated at the expense of the poor…will 

be stripped of the property belonging to others.

Law of Basil II (10th century)

A woman wiser than men in words, more manly in acts, more firm in 

plans, more prudent in tests...

Said of Anna Komnene (12th century)

Wisdom, Ancient And modern
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Beloved Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

Th e theme of this issue of PRAXIS, “Our Byzantine Heritage,” is a very important one in our knowledge and understanding 
of our history and traditions. It is also important for our work as religious educators as it presents us with several aspects of 
studying and teaching history in the parish setting.

First, as educators who love knowledge and have received the calling and gifts to teach our Orthodox Faith, we have a 
responsibility to engage with our past so that we are equipped to relate faith to life in our contemporary world. In religious 
education the purpose for the study and teaching of history is not only to know how things developed or changed, but also to 
fi nd understanding, meaning and even inspiration in the events, stories, challenges and traditions. From the past we are able to 
learn valuable lessons that guide us in our lives in this world. We are able to affi  rm the purpose of the beliefs and practices of our 
Orthodox Faith and their relevance to the great challenges we face. We are also able to know the foundations of so many of the 
beautiful and spiritual elements of our Faith, which give us strength and deepen our communion with God.

Second, as we engage with history we must always be responsible educators. In our study of history we fi nd much that is 
enlightening and representative of great potential and achievement. We also fi nd much that shows the struggles of life and the 
depravity of the human condition under the bondage of sin and the eff ects of evil. As responsible educators we cannot ignore 
the challenges of the past or discount them as meaningless. Many of these challenges represent dangers that continue to exist in 
our world today, those true enemies of faith and life that every person encounters. As religious educators we cannot fear these 
elements nor can we idealize the past as void of struggle, but we must see and teach the necessity of faith for overcoming the 
world and for living in communion with God throughout life and under any conditions.

Finally, we must affi  rm that our primary focus as religious educators is the spiritual growth and maturity of those we teach. 
We have a great thirst for knowledge, and we are called on to address topics of interest; however, we must remember that all 
that we teach should be for the edifi cation of souls and the glory of God. Our Byzantine history is fi lled with so much that 
complements this objective of spiritual learning, and we should use the full wealth of history and our heritage as a means of 
guiding others in the life of faith.

May our Redeemer and Savior who entered time and history for our salvation and who will bring fulfi llment to all things 
in His glorious return, continue to grant you grace and wisdom in your sacred ministry. 

With paternal love in Christ,

† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America
† DEMETRIOS

† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America

† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America
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Beloved in the Lord,

I am pleased to have the opportunity to address you on the main theme of this issue of PRAXIS, which is “Our Byzantine 
Heritage.” As history bears witness, the remarkable city of Byzantion was founded by Greek colonists from Megara in 667 BC 
and established as the imperial seat of the Roman Empire in 330 AD by the great defender and champion of the Christian 
Church, St. Constantine the Great. Until its tragic collapse to the Ottoman Empire on May 29, 1453, the “City,” as it is often 
referred to endearingly by Orthodox Christians, served as the epicenter of Roman and especially Hellenic culture and tradition, 
the Greek language, and the Holy Orthodox Church.

As one of the world’s longest-standing imperial dynasties, the Byzantine Empire was characterized by a uniquely 
functional—though not always perfect—relationship between the State and Church, which made possible the projection of 
several notable highlights. Th e Byzantine epoch witnessed an explosion of profound theological literature, poetry, ecumenical 
synods, hymnography and hymnology, religious art and architecture, the formal development of liturgies and liturgical practices, 
and canon law. Church Fathers and inspired monastics abounded during Byzantine times, all of whom championed the cause of 
Holy Orthodoxy and became themselves inspiring models of authentic Christian living, “canons of faith and images of humility 
and temperance.”

Such outstanding and unprecedented contributions of Byzantium have been carefully and proudly handed down to our 
Church in America and encompass what we call “our Byzantine tradition.” However, we must never once lose sight of one 
important fact, namely, that this beautiful tradition has been communicated to our Holy Archdiocese—as well as to Orthodox 
peoples around the world—through the daily struggles and sacrifi ces of our beloved Ecumenical Patriarchate in Constantinople. 
His All Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, whom I am honored and proud to know as my schoolmate and close friend 
from our days together at the seminary at Halki, has labored tirelessly and selfl essly to preserve this invaluable parakatatheke, this 
sacred deposit of our Byzantine Faith and heritage, which continues to enrich the lives of our people here in America, always for 
the glory of God.

I would like to extol the Department of Religious Education of our Archdiocese for another excellent issue of PRAXIS
and especially for dedicating this issue on such a signifi cant theme. I pray that the articles and contributions herein will touch 
readers in a most profound way, to awaken within each of us a renewed and dedicated interest in the roots of our Holy Orthodox 
Church and her magnifi cent Tradition, which is Byzantium. In addition, it is my sincere hope and prayer that such an issue as 
this one will sensitize us all to the plight of our Ecumenical Patriarch and the suff ering, but always triumphant, Mother Church 
of Constantinople, and to instill in us a fervent love and fi rm resolve to support our Patriarchate in any way possible.

With paternal love and blessings in Christ,

† MAXIMOS
Metropolitan of Pittsburgh

† MAXIMOS
Metropolitan of Pittsburgh
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Byzantine
H I S T O R Y
Four Events Everyone Should Know

Patrick Viscuso

W hich four events should everyone know 
in Byzantine history? The Byzantine Em-
pire lasted more than one thousand years 
and at one time covered much of what is 

known today as the Middle East, as well as significant parts 
of Europe. Its influence continues to shape the course of 
world history in such diverse areas as music, religion and 
political structures.

Before embarking on the impossible task of choosing only 
four events among hundreds, a key point should be made: 
the inhabitants of this major world empire never called 
themselves “Byzantines.” In fact, they understood their em-
pire and themselves to be Roman.

The word “Byzantine” was actually devised by Western 
European historians and was derived from the word “Byzan-
tion,” the name of the ancient city that formerly occupied 
the site of what was to become Constantinople. It was this 
later city that was dedicated as the new capital of the Roman 
Empire on May 11, 330 AD, as “New Rome” and “Queen 
of All Cities.”

1. THE DEDICATION OF CONSTANTINOPLE

The dedication of Constantinople (literally the “city of 
Constantine”) and its significance constitute the first event 
that everyone should know about the Byzantine Empire. The 
Roman Emperor Constantine the Great (who reigned as sole 
emperor from 324 to 337) established a new capital, which 
occupied the site of present-day Istanbul, situated on the 
borders of Asia and Europe. The emperor built the city on 
a grand scale that was based on the municipal structure of 
the Old Rome, protected by walls that withstood sieges for 
centuries from Eastern and Western invaders.

Ideally founded to take advantage of the economic and 
military power of the empire’s Eastern provinces, the capital 
formed a firm base to overcome not only external threats, but 

also to become the center of intellectual, political and eco-
nomic life. Among many important points to be noted is the 
fact that the city was built without pagan temples, reflecting 
a new, dynamic Greco-Roman Christian culture that com-
bined Christianity’s universalism with the life of the classical 
world. This culture produced the fundamental framework and 
statements of Christian doctrine, an inheritance shared by all 
Christian Churches, and, at the same time, preserved the accu-
mulated learning of the ancient world for both East and West.

The capital’s foundation in the East also strongly influ-
enced the culture of Byzantium, often characterized as “ori-
ental” because it regarded the person of the emperor and 
his court as sacred. This attitude toward royalty would have 
lasting effects on various societies that were influenced Byz-
antine political theory, including Tsarist Russia.
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The work of Justinian endured throughout the entire life 
of the Byzantine Empire and was the basis for its future legal 
life. Justinian’s work entered the life of Western Europe in 
the twelfth century during the revival of the study of Roman 
law. Preserving the heritage of the Roman legal tradition, the 
Codex, Digest and Institutes became known as the Codex Iuris 
Civilis (Code of Civil Law) and came to be a major compo-
nent in the legal systems of modern Europe, heavily influ-
encing future political and legal thought.

3. THE bATTLE OF MANzIKErT

During the seventh century, Islam began in what is now 
known as Saudi Arabia. Muslim armies waged jihad against 
the Byzantine Empire, conquering vast portions by the elev-
enth century. Islamic forces even laid siege to the Byzan-
tine capital. In certain periods, the empire was successful in 
countering these attacks and reconquering territories.

By the early eleventh century, however, the empire was 
weakened by infighting and internal competition for the im-
perial throne. On August 19, 1071, the Byzantines suffered a 
major defeat to the Islamized Seljuk Turks at Manzikert (an 
Armenian town in modern Turkey; also called Malazgirt), a 
loss that included the capture of Emperor Romanos IV Dio-
genes (reigned 1067–1071).

This defeat represented a turning point in the fortunes of 
the empire. The Byzantine army was decimated. Usurpers 
laid claim to the imperial office by executing Emperor Ro-
manos IV. This was followed by costly civil war and a series 
of weak leaders.

The Seljuk Turks were consequently successful in in-
vading from the East and within a short time established 
themselves in the empire’s Asia Minor heartland, formerly 
the source of imperial military leadership and resources. In 
fact, a Seljuk Sultanate was established with its capital at the 
major city of Iconium. This loss of major portions of Asia 
Minor marked a continuing pattern of decline and defeat to 
invading Muslim armies.

4. THE FALL OF CONSTANTINOPLE

Four centuries later, the empire had been reduced to 
the city of Constantinople and its environs, although a few 
breakaway states—Epiros, the Morea (southern Greek pen-
insula), and Trebizond (near the Black Sea)—were ruled by 
the descendents of several imperial families. The Ottoman 
Turks, who succeeded the Seljuks, now occupied the em-
pire’s former lands in Asia Minor.

2. THE CORPUS IURIS CIVILIS

Two hundred years later, Emperor Justinian the Great 
(reigned 527–565) undertook the task of revising the entire 
legal system up to his time and codifying the complete heri-
tage of Roman classical law. In February 528, the emperor 
commissioned one of the finest experts of this era, Tribo-
nian, who led a legal team estimated to have “read about 
two thousand books, containing over three million lines” 
(Vasiliev, page 144). The team completed the task of produc-
ing the new Codex Justinianus in April 529 and then went on 
to create a systematic collection of the writings of classical 
Roman jurists known as the Digest (or the Pandects) and to 
produce the Institutes, a handbook based on the two prior 
works for study and practical application.
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Sultan Mehmet II led the Ottomans and began his siege 
of Constantinople in April 1453. The city was subjected to 
heavy cannon bombardment. The sultan succeeded in plac-
ing his warships in the waters surrounding the capital. After 
fifty days, the Turkish forces began a general assault on the 
night of May 28, which ended with the taking of the city on 
May 29, 1453. Emperor Constantine XI Palaeologos (reigned 
1449–1453) joined in the fighting near the St. Romanos Gate 
at the walls and died in battle.

The pillaging of the city lasted three days and resulted in 
great loss of life as well as destruction of art, libraries and other 
cultural monuments. On the other hand, many ancient man-
uscripts of classical authors and Church Fathers were looted 
and sold, eventually enriching the libraries and learning of 
Western Europe, and literally saving the heritage of the an-
cient world. Refugees from the empire are said to have made 
significant contributions to the Renaissance in Italy.

THE FOur EVENTS

It was with Emperor Constantine the Great that New 
Rome was founded and under the last Constantine that it 
was heroically defended. The civilization of Byzantium lives 
on through modern political thought, law, classical learn-
ing and Christianity. These are only a few aspects of the 
rich inheritance received from this world empire. There are 
many other events in the history of the empire that reveal its 
contribution to world civilization. The four events everyone 
should know in Byzantine history mark only a few major 
themes and are invitations to explore further.

The rev. Dr. Patrick Viscuso is Professor of Canon Law at 
the Antiochian House of Studies. His books include Sexuality, 
Marriage, and Celibacy in Byzantine Law (Holy Cross Orthodox 
Press, 2008). His recent articles focus on the relationship of 
marriage to ordination, purity issues, divorce and women’s su-
perstitions in late byzantium. He serves at St. Theodore the 
general Church in Lanham, MD.
* Many of the insights contained in this article can be further 
explored through several standard works on byzantine history. 
The following is just a small selection:

Cyril Mango (ed.), The Oxford History of Byzantium (Oxford 
University Press, 2002).

George Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State (New 
brunswick, NJ: rutgers university Press, 1969).

A. A. Vasiliev, History of the Byzantine Empire, 2 volumes 
(University of Wisconsin Press, 1958).

Effective immediately, customers of the 
Department of Religious Education will no-
tice changes to our shipping procedures and 
rates.

1. Orders of resources produced by the De-
partment of Religious Education—especially 
textbooks—will ship from a new warehouse 
in Tulsa, OK. Other resources will ship from 
the Brookline offices of the DRE. This means 
that customers will often receive items in dif-
ferent shipments, at different times. Shipping 
times from Oklahoma will be three to four 
days to most places in the United States, thus 
serving customers better. Items shipped from 
Brookline will continue to take one to seven 
days to reach most customers. Invoices will 
no longer be included with domestic orders, 
but will instead be mailed separately. Inter-
national orders will continue to be shipped as 
they have been, but at the new rates.

If you are a customer who sometimes visits 
the DRE office to place and/or pick up orders, 
please contact us (800-566-1088) before com-
ing to the office—some items are no longer 
available for pick-up in Brookline.

2. Shipping charges will now reflect ac-
tual, final shipping cost, whether UPS or US 
Postal Service. Additional handling fees are 
based on the dollar amount of the order. (For-
merly, both shipping and handling rates were 
based only on the dollar amount.)

The Department of Religious Education 
has initiated these new procedures and rates 
to serve its customers with greater efficiency. 
Everything else about placing orders, invoic-
ing, and payment remains the same.

New Shipping 

Procedures and Rates 

from the Department 

of Religious Education
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NEW ZINE & GUIDE

 

February 13, 2011 is the 

Sunday of the Publican & the Pharisee

Embark on this year’s Lenten journey with junior high 
students as the Church opens the Triodion on February 
13. This nine-week unit spans the Great Fast with clear, 
vivid introductions to the season’s Scriptures, Traditions, 
saints, and services.

The brief readings in the zine are a focal point in class-
room lessons that include not only personal re� ection 
and thoughtful discussion, but also interactive activities 
and projects to help students refuel. Journal assignments 
keep students focused all week long on the disciplines of 
the Great Fast: fasting, prayer, giving, and learning.

Includes an in-depth lesson on the Sacrament of Con-
fession. Suitable for ages 12 and up—for classroom, re-
treats or home.

Student Zine (M15); 14 pages $3.95 
 75+    $2.95

Teacher Guide (M16); 1 unit of 9 lesson plans $14.95

RECOMMENDED TEACHER RESOURCES

Expand your religious education library, deep-
en your teachers’ knowledge, and even help 
them develop their own Lenten study plans. 
The Journey through Great Lent Teacher Guide 
includes a list of relevant pages from the fol-
lowing books for each lesson:

Thomas Hopko
The Lenten Spring FL904    $15.95

A Monk of the Eastern Church
The Year of Grace of the Lord FL761     $19.95

Alexander Schmemann
Great Lent: Journey to Pascha  FL905     $15.95

SPECIAL SAVINGS: Save 20% by ordering 
the  Journey through Great Lent Teacher Guide 
with all three recommended texts.

Journey through Great Lent Teacher Bundle
 M17     $66.80     $53.44

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

The Greek Orthodox Archdiocese’s extensive 
website, http://lent.goarch.org, is a crucial 
resource for this unit. The site provides daily 
readings and prayers, as well as an overview 
of each week’s Scriptures, hymns, iconogra-
phy, and saints. The Journey through Great Lent 
Teacher Guide also lists additional online and 
video resources.

Another work that will be very helpful for 
teacher preparation is The Lenten Triodion (by 
Mother Mary and Kallistos Ware, St. Tikhon’s 
Seminary Press, 2002). It may be harder to � nd 
for sale, but check your parish library.

TO ORDER 

THESE & OTHER

JUNIOR HIGH

CURRICULUM

MATERIALS

FROM THE

DEPARTMENT

OF RELIGIOUS

EDUCATION

PLEASE CALL

800 5661088



L
ike other ancient and medieval societies, the Byz-
antines preserved the memories and stories of their 
most important heroes. And, for the Byzantines, the 
vast majority of their heroes were the saints. Over 

more than one thousand years, the Byzantines venerated and re-
membered a multitude of saints and holy men and women, as 
shown by their ecclesiastical calendar. Although we cannot give a 
definitive figure for the number of saints commemorated in Byz-
antium, in general, we can identify roughly 1,800 saints, from 
the earliest days of Christianity up to the fall of Constantinople 
in 1453, who were venerated and remembered by the Byzantines 
and for whom the Byzantines produced a written record (usually 
a “life,” also called a vita or bios) of their story, in one form or 
another.

The veneration of the saints figured prominently in the life 
of Byzantine society, both individually and collectively. In 1166, 
Emperor Manuel I Komnenos issued a law that stipulated the 
days throughout the year that the law courts in Constantinople 
and throughout the empire were to remain closed. Not includ-
ing Sundays (which had been legislated as a day of rest since the 
time of Constantine the Great), there were seventy-three full days 
and twenty-three half days of court recess for feast days associ-
ated with the Lord, the Theotokos and the saints. The Byzantines 
rarely shied away from celebrating the memory and wondrous 
deeds of their saintly co-religionists.

Byzantine saints came from all walks of life: craftsmen, farm-
ers, emperors, theologians, housewives, reformed criminals, em-
presses, soldiers, freedmen, bishops, harlots, aristocrats, philoso-
phers, priests, monks and converted Jews, to name a few. The 
largest supply of saints was drawn from two distinct groups: the 
martyrs of early Christianity and the monks and nuns of Byzan-
tium. The variety of backgrounds is matched by the diversity of 
the modes of living in which they expressed their saintly lives. 
There are the traditional holy figures, men and women who grew 
up with pious parents and were dedicated to the service of God at 
a young age, which usually meant a life in a monastery; rebellious 
and controversial monks; housewives who hid their sanctity from 
their husbands; stylites who expressed their devotion to God by 
sitting atop a pillar for years; repentant sinners who spent years 
in self-imposed isolation in a state of repentance; and the unusual 
holy fool who feigned insanity to hide his sanctity.

The colorful diversity of the saints of Byzantium is reflected 
in their familial and personal backgrounds as well. Theodore of 
Sykeon, who served as bishop of Anastasioupolis in Asia Minor 
during the second half of the sixth century, was the illegitimate 
son of the prostitute Maria and the imperial messenger Kosmas. 
St. Athanasia of Aegina was the daughter of wealthy parents who 
after her second marriage entered a convent later in life, where her 
sanctity flourished. A contemporary of St. Athanasia, Theodora 
of Thessaloniki, was the daughter of an undistinguished parish 
priest. The well-known St. Mary of Egypt was a nymphomaniac 
before her radical conversion to lifelong repentance. St. Niphon 
entered a monastery as a novice at the age of ten, where his uncle 
trained him in the monastic life.

HERO 
VENERATION

Saints in Byzantium

James C. Skedros
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More often than not, however, saints came from pious fami-
lies and had very pious upbringings. St. Euthymios the Great, the 
founder of cenobitic monasticism in Palestine in the early fifth 
century, is representative. After many years of trying to have chil-
dren, his parents remained childless. Upon visiting the shrine of 
a local martyr, their prayers for a child were answered and the 
couple was blessed with the birth of a son and future saint, whom 
they immediately dedicated to God. 

The Byzantines utilized a variety of means to commemorate 
their saints. The church calendar was the earliest and most con-
sistent method of remembering the saints. Around 1000 AD, the 
Church of Constantinople published a synaxarion (“collection” 
or “gathering”) containing the names and short biographies of 
saints to be commemorated each day of the year. The Synaxarion 
of Constantinople, as it came to be called, was a veritable who’s 
who of saints for the Byzantines. The Byzantine Church pri-
marily identified saints by publishing them in this directory, al-
though the names of other saints would be added over the course 
of the next four centuries.

It was also around this time that the Byzantines started to cat-
egorize their saints. In the Orthros (Matins) service of the Byzan-
tine Church, there appears a lengthy petition recited by the priest 
calling upon the intercession of an array of saints. The petition, 
which follows the reading of Psalm 50 and the singing of the idi-
omelon, lists the saints in particular groups with a clear sense of 
rank: first the Theotokos, then the heavenly powers (angels), fol-
lowed by John the Baptist, the Apostles, great hierarchs and ecu-
menical teachers, martyrs, confessors, etc. A similar grouping of 
saints is found in the short service known as the Proskomide (also 
called the Prothesis, for the preparation of the bread to be used in 
the Eucharist). This categorization is one of the few examples of an 
ordering of the saints in the Byzantine Church.

In addition to the calendric, liturgical and festal commemora-
tions of the saints, the Byzantines used visual and “print” media 
to propagate the stories of their great heroes. Iconographic images 
of the saints abounded in Byzantium. In a medieval society that 
was overwhelmingly illiterate, icons were not only an important 
source of decoration for houses of worship, but also a source of 
visual confirmation and expression of the saintly figures of Byzan-
tine society. Hymns written for and sung on the feast days of the 
saints spoke of the miraculous deeds of the saints as well as their 
pious and righteous lives. Sermons delivered on the feast day of a 
saint recounted the life of the saint while exhorting the faithful to 
follow the holy example of the saint.

Yet by far the most common means of sharing and dissemi-
nating the stories of the saints was in the form of the life or vita. 
These lives, often very long and entertaining, contain most of what 
the Byzantines (and thus we today) knew about a particular saint. 
In their manuscripts of the lives of the saints, the Byzantines af-
fixed a common title to the lives of their saints: bios kai politeia tou 

agiou (tis agias), which is translated as “The Life and Conduct 
of Saint…” The words bios and politeia in this formula are sig-
nificant: bios has the sense of “biological life,” that is, the cycle 
from birth to death; politeia carries the meaning of “life within a 
community.” Byzantine (and Orthodox) hagiography (the writ-
ing of the lives of the saints) was thus fundamentally interested 
in both the “facts” of saints’ lives and the roles the saints played 
in the wider Christian community.

Byzantine society was imbued with the remembrance of 
the saints. Curiously, though, the Byzantines lacked both a 
formal process for the canonization of saints as well as a clear 
theological definition of saintliness. The sanctity of an individ-
ual was recognized locally. That is, the people who were most 
closely associated with a saint were the first ones to begin to 
remember the saintly life and could most easily report on any 
miraculous events associated with the saint, either during his 
or her life or after death. Coupled with this lack of a systematic 
process for recognizing saints, the Byzantines did not produce 
a definitive definition of sanctity. There were no formal theo-
logical definitions approved by the Byzantine Church that ex-
pressed what sanctity was or the criteria for the recognition of 
sanctity. Nonetheless, three key elements were almost univer-
sally present in the Byzantine saint: orthodoxy of belief; virtu-
ous lifestyle; and some type of miraculous expression (miracles 
performed by the saint either during life or after death).

Examples of sanctity from Byzantium abound. The follow-
ing lives of three saints who lived during the eighth and ninth 
centuries are representative of the diversity as well as commonal-
ity of the saints of Byzantium.

ST. PHILARETOS THE MERCIFUL
Lived circa 725–792    ^     Feast day: December 1

Born at the beginning of the eighth century in Paphlagonia, 
Asia Minor, and the son of a wealthy landowner, Philaretos was 
the proud owner of a relatively large farm that contained signifi-
cant herds of livestock and had with many servants. His wife, 
Theosebo, was also from a well-to-do background. The couple 
had one son and two daughters. Philaretos was an extremely 
generous man. He was well known by his neighbors for his phi-
lanthropy and his desire to help those in need. God had blessed 
him with wealth, and he was more than willing to share. It 
seemed that every time Philaretos would respond to someone’s 
cry for help, God rewarded him hundredfold; thus the wealth of 
the farmer Philaretos increased.

Things were to change, however. Could it be that Philaretos 
was generous since he had wealth to spare? Would he, in other 
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words, be as philanthropic if he were poor himself and if giv-
ing actually hurt his family’s financial situation? The Devil (with 
God’s permission) wanted to find out. Philaretos continued to 
give away his wealth; however, now God stopped replenishing 
the farmer’s wealth in order to test his 
faithfulness. Eventually, Philaretos, 
much to the consternation of his wife 
and children, was reduced to poverty 
because he had literally given every-
thing away: the oxen, horse, cow, calf, 
donkey, six bushels of borrowed grain, 
honey, and finally his own coat. Dur-
ing all of this, like a new, Christian 
Job, Philaretos neither complained nor 
blamed God.

In the end, Philaretos’s true Chris-
tian philanthropy was rewarded. His 
young granddaughter Maria was ap-
proved to participate in a bride-show 
(the Byzantine equivalent of “The 
Bachelor” for a young Byzantine 
prince). And, sure enough, Maria was 
chosen to wed the man who would be-
come Emperor Constantine VI. Phil-
aretos’s family was invited to move to 
Constantinople, where much of their 
wealth was restored and where Philaretos continued as a philan-
thropic role model (he hosted a feast for one hundred beggars) 
until his death.

ST. MARY THE YOUNGER
Lived circa 875–903    ^     Feast day: February 16

Of Armenian descent, St. Mary the Younger and her family 
migrated to Constantinople in the 870s. Upon her marriage to 
Nikephoros, a military man, the young couple moved to Vizye, 
a city in eastern Thrace, where Nikephoros was stationed. The 
couple had four boys, the first two of whom died at a young age. 
Mary was a pious woman, and she expressed her piety through a 
strong and active prayer life, both at home and at church. With-
out a private chapel in her home, Mary attended daily vespers and 
orthros services at the main cathedral church of Vizye.

Her Christian lifestyle was also manifested in her social ac-
tions of philanthropy and almsgiving. During one of the visits of 
the tax collector to her city, several individuals who could not pay 
their taxes were arrested. They languished in jail, where they were 
tortured. Mary used her own money and took loans from others 
in the city to pay the taxes of the jailed citizens. Whenever she 
saw any need around her, she did her best to alleviate the suffering 
of her neighbor, always cheerfully. She is said to have treated her 

own servants and slaves as her equals.
Yet Mary’s philanthropy and piety was not pleasing to ev-

eryone. Her husband’s brother and sister feared that Mary was 
squandering away their family’s fortune by her almsgiving. The 

two of them concocted a story that 
Mary had committed adultery with 
a slave and that she had recklessly 
given away her husband and family’s 
financial resources. Although she de-
nied the charges, she was nonetheless 
placed in her bedroom under guard. 
After several weeks, during which 
the couple became further estranged, 
Nikephoros was misinformed about 
something Mary had said about him. 
In a fit of rage, he entered the bed-
room and began beating Mary. He 
grabbed her by the hair, dragged her 
and beat her. One of the servants ran 
to get help. They returned and were 
able to pry Mary out of the punishing 
hands of Nikephoros. Momentarily 
freed, Mary ran out of the bedroom 
but tripped and hit her head on the 
floor. The trauma to the head caused 
her death shortly thereafter.

It was only after Mary’s death that her husband began to learn 
of her sanctity and philanthropy. When he asked his slaves where 
his wife’s jewelry and other personal effects were, they replied, 
“With some she freed captives, with others she redeemed the debts 
of those who could not pay, with others still she fed the poor, and 
her garments she gave to the churches, some to cover the holy al-
tars and others to adorn the rest of the church buildings.”

Four months after her death, a miracle occurred at her tomb. 
When the cover of her casket was removed, her body had mi-
raculously remained intact and was giving off a powerfully sweet 
smell. The archbishop of the city, Euthymios, could not believe 
that a married woman could become a saint, as evidenced by the 
miracle of her uncorrupted body. He said:

We know this woman to have been good and her life to 
have been virtuous; but we cannot believe that she has 
been found worthy of such grace. God has granted the 
ability to perform miracles to chaste men, holy monks and 
martyrs. She, on the other hand, lived with a man and did 
not change her mode of life, nor did she ever do any great 
or extraordinary things.

Nonetheless, Mary was soon commemorated and venerated 
as a saint and her tomb became a place of pilgrimage and a 
source of healing.
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ST. LUKE OF STEIRIS
Lived circa 870 – February 7, 953    ^     Feast day: February 7

Our final saint from Byzantium is probably the most fa-
miliar one. St. Luke of Steiris—commonly known as Hosios 
Loukas, which is also the name of the monastery in central 
Greece founded shortly after his death and dedicated in his 
honor—came from a rural family from Phokis, Greece. From 
a young age Luke displayed a penchant for asceticism. Much 
to the chagrin of his parents, he refused to eat meat and dairy, 
but subsisted on barley bread, water, vegetables and legumes. 
He even refrained from eating before sunset on Wednesdays 
and Fridays. He gave freely of his possessions, often returning 
home at the end of the day naked because he had given his coat 
and clothing to the poor. 

After his father died, Luke moved to Athens, where he was 
tonsured a monk. Over the next several decades, he lived as a 
hermit in various places in the Peloponnese and Phokis. Fi-
nally returning to settle near his home in central Greece, Luke 
continued to live the life of a recluse. At times, though, he 
would engage younger monks as spiritual children whom he 
would instruct in the ascetic life. When the holy Luke even-
tually died, his disciple Gregorios buried him next to the hut 
that had been the saint’s home for the past seven years. Shortly 
thereafter, miracles began to occur at the tomb: villagers were 
healed of ailments, and an itinerant monk, Kosmas, passing 

through the region had a dream in which the saint appeared 
and encouraged him to stay and build a monastery next to 
the tomb. Miracles continued to occur around the tomb of 
St. Luke, and by the first half of the eleventh century, the 
monastery of Hosios Loukas was well established and the two 
magnificent churches that one can visit today had been con-
structed.

A ubiquitous figure within Byzantine society, St. Luke pro-
vided tangible evidence of the Christian call to love God with 
all one’s heart, soul, strength and mind and to love one’s neigh-
bor as oneself (Luke 10:27). 

A saint’s intense commitment and dedication to a life of 
prayer, self-sacrifice, philanthropy and the like was remem-
bered, commented upon and emulated by the Byzantines. The 
saints in Byzantium had a long shelf life: their impact on the 
religious and spiritual lives of the Byzantines was felt long be-
yond the lifetimes of these holy men and women. Through the 
remembrance and memory of the saints, the Byzantines had 
at their disposal an additional community of faithful friends 
upon whom they could call.

James C. Skedros is Professor of byzantine Studies and Early 
Christianity at Hellenic College and Holy Cross. A native of 
utah, he earned his ThM from Holy Cross and his ThD from 
Harvard Divinity School. Along with his wife, Stephanie, and 
their three children, he is a member of St. Demetrios Greek 
Orthodox Church in Weston, MA.
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Give to the Poor 
& Follow Me

I began to consider the question of wealth and pov-
erty a few years ago when I attended the Divine Lit-
urgy at a church that seemed to have many wealthy 
members. Th e sermon on that day was about cheer-

ful giving, altruistic love and following Christ with a full 
heart. Focusing in particularly on the “Young Rich Man” 
in the Gospel of Matthew (19:16–22), the priest posed the 
question to the congregation, “What would you do if you 
were the young rich man?” 

For me, that was an inspiring message of love, and I 
was already thinking of ways I could give back more and 
follow Christ. Nevertheless, to my surprise, the reaction 
of the parishioners was not the same. Some were off ended 
that the priest had asked them to give more than they had 
already given. Th ey paid their stewardship to the church 
regularly, and to them that was plenty. Th e exchange of 

opinions made me think, “When would someone say I have 
given enough?” I have looked at this question in the context 
of Scripture and in analysis from St. Clement of Alexandria 
(who died circa 250 AD) and St. Basil of Caesarea (who 
died in 379).

Th e story of the young rich man is found in the three 
synoptic Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Th e story-
line is the same in all three, but Matthew is the only one 
that mentions the commandment of “loving the neighbor 
as yourself” and the idea of “perfection.” In the narrative, 
the rich young man asks Jesus, “What shall I do to gain 
eternal life?” Jesus directs him to the Ten Commandments, 
adding to them the commandment to “love your neigh-
bor.” Th e fellow says that he has kept all of these command-
ments from his youth, but he asks what he still lacks. Jesus 
then suggests that if the young man wants to be perfect, he 
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should give everything to the poor and follow Him. How-
ever, the young man leaves disappointed because he would 
not let his possessions go.

Why did the man not respond to Christ’s calling? What 
does it mean to follow Christ? One can see that in this pas-
sage Jesus’s call develops in two steps. First, He asks not 
merely for an act of charity toward the poor, but for some-
thing more: unconditional love. Second, Jesus invites the 
man to surrender all and follow Him in perfection. There-
fore, if one wants to abide in Christ and have eternal life, 
one must love and give unconditionally to one’s neighbor. 
It is obvious that the young man’s insufficient love for God 
and the other leads him to reject the call to perfection. 

The Church Fathers struggled with the same question 
of surrendering all and following Christ. In his discourse 
“Who Is the Rich Man that Shall be Saved?” Clement of 
Alexandria recognizes that the reason the young man did 
not respond to the call was not his wealth itself, but his love 
of it. Thus, if Clement were to hear the comments of the 

wealthy parishioners mentioned above, he would tell them 
that it is acceptable for the rich to have possessions as long 
as they give to the poor, for “if no one had anything, what 
room would be left among men for giving?” According to 
Clement, wealth and poverty will always be present in so-
ciety. For this reason, he suggests that the two should have 
a loving relationship. He sees that it is the duty of the rich 
to give to the poor, and the duty of the poor to pray for the 
rich. Because wealth and poverty already exist, mutual love 
is the common denominator between the two social classes.

Whereas Clement accepts that a person may be both 
wealthy and a follower of Christ, Basil does not tolerate 
inequality. He would have spoken to the parishioners in 
a harsher tone, because he believed that it was a crime for 
someone to refuse to let go of his or her wealth when others 
lacked basic necessities. For Basil, “love your neighbor as 
yourself” is a principal commandment, and as such must 
be obeyed. In his discourse “To the Rich,” Basil describes 
the young man’s rejection not only as an attachment to his 
wealth, but also as a direct “violation of the command-
ment of love.” He states that if one loves one’s neighbor 
as oneself, one does not have more possessions than one’s 
neighbor. He also suggests that unconditional love can 
only be shown with equality. For Basil, a person has not 
given enough unless he or she has become equal in wealth 
and love. 

The call to give is still important today. Some find ser-
mons of surrendering all and following Christ uncomfort-
able, whereas others are not concerned with material pos-
sessions because Christ is first in their lives. While Clement 
argues that wealth in itself is not evil, as long as one is not 
attached to it, Basil emphasizes that a true Christian must 
not have more possessions than his or her neighbor. De-
spite their different approaches, love for Christ is ultimately 
triumphant in the writings of both Fathers. The words of 
Christ to the rich young ruler are a call to perfection, which 
can be attained only when Christ is the center of our lives. 
The amount given is not important as long as we give with 
all our heart.

Eva Stathi recently earned a Master’s of Theology from 
Holy Cross greek Orthodox School of Theology, with 
a thesis on “Wealth and Poverty in the Bible: Patristic 
and Contemporary Studies.” Eva works full-time at the 
Archdiocesan Department of Religious Education, and 
she teaches Sunday school at Holy Trinity Albanian Or-
thodox Church in South boston, MA.
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A Story of Civilization Across Time

Byzantium, the United Nations, and a Book...

The United Nations and Byzantine studies enjoy 
an intimate, if largely unknown, connection. 
Most studies identify the United Nations 
Conference on International Organization, 

popularly known as the San Francisco Conference, held 
from April to June 1945, as the event that created the 
United Nations. These histories note that President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s idea of a future international organization 
emerged in discussions at several wartime Allied conferences 
before the San Francisco Conference. Nonetheless, many 
such narratives often overlook the overarching importance 
of one particular diplomatic meeting, the Dumbarton Oaks 
Conference, which took place in Washington, DC, from 
August to October 1944, amidst the then-largest treasure of 
Byzantine material culture in the United States. 

When American, British, Chinese and Soviet diplomats 
met at Dumbarton Oaks in late 1944 to plan the future United 
Nations, it was fitting, although not deliberate, that they were 

convening in a Georgetown estate that was also home to an 
already-venerable center for Byzantine studies. It remains more 
conjecture than fact to suggest that the Dumbarton Oaks 
environment, with its omnipresent Byzantine contents and 
purpose, had any influence on, or offered inspiration to, the 
policymakers involved in the conference. Nevertheless, when 
one thinks about the similarities between Byzantium and the 
United Nations, it is intriguing to consider the remarkable 
coincidence that the conference represented. After all, these 
twentieth-century diplomats convened in a space filled with 
the art and treasure of the last civilization that had developed 
a truly sophisticated political philosophy and worldview 
predicated on the preservation of peace, respect for legitimate 
sovereignty, and the protection of human dignity through 
an ecumenical system of international order—the Christian 
Byzantine Empire and its Orthodox commonwealth of 
nations. These same principles, articulated in modern form, 
motivated the establishment of the United Nations. 

 
Alexandros 
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Indeed, any understanding of modern history and the 
present can be better pursued by taking into account the 
influences of, links to and relevance of the civilization of 
Byzantium. A reading of the centrality of Byzantium’s role 
in world history is precisely what Angeliki E. Laiou and 
Henry Maguire accomplished in their volume, Byzantium: 
A World Civilization (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library and Collection; and Harvard 
University Press, 1992).

This book commemorates the fiftieth 
anniversary of the founding of the Byzantine 
Center at Dumbarton Oaks. Reflecting on 
the original intent and purpose of Robert and 
Mildred Bliss’s generous gift of their estate 
and collection, the late Harvard University 
Byzantine historian Angeliki Laiou and Johns 
Hopkins University art historian Henry 
Maguire (both former directors of the Byzantine 
Center) observed that “the Blisses saw the 
present as a continuation of the past…and it 
was their interest in Byzantine art and culture, 
and their belief that that particular society 
provided explanatory tools for the present and 
future which formed the original impetus for 
the creation of Dumbarton Oaks” (page 2). 

This volume achieves its stated purpose 
and accomplishes much more in the process. 
Byzantium: A World Civilization is brilliantly 
conceived and executed. The book contains 
seven essays, each written by a leading authority, 
all past scholars in residence at Dumbarton 
Oaks. The first essay deals with the history of 
the Byzantine Center at Dumbarton Oaks; the 
four subsequent contributions analyze different 
aspects of Byzantium as a world civilization; 
and the last two studies discuss Byzantine art. 

The first essay, “Dumbarton Oaks and 
Byzantine Studies: A Personal Account,” 
is authored by the late UCLA Professor of 
Byzantine Greek and History, Milton V. Anastos. 
Prior to his death in 1997, this very influential 
and highly accomplished historian enjoyed the 
distinction of being the last living member of 
the original group of Byzantine scholars who 
arrived at Dumbarton Oaks in 1941, one year 
after the founding of the institution. Anastos’s contribution 
contains a humanizing retrospective on the establishment and 
development of the Byzantine Center, colored with moving 
anecdotes about some of the most revered personalities 
in Byzantine studies. Albeit personal and sympathetic, 

Anastos’s essay is 
not diminished 
by sentimentality. 
Anastos devotes considerable attention to an informative 
review of the chief areas of academic activity supported 
by Dumbarton Oaks; these include research fellowships 
and grants, lectures, serial publications, non-serial books 

and monographs, and archaeological fieldwork in Cyprus, 
Greece, Italy, Syria, Turkey and elsewhere. 

Speros Vryonis was Director of the Alexander S. Onassis 
Program in Hellenic Studies at New York University 
when he contributed “Byzantine Civilization, a World 
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Civilization” to Byzantium: A World 
Civilization. A prolific historian of 
Byzantium and the Ottoman Empire, 
Vryonis’s inimitable ability to 
synthesize vast and diverse literatures 
into brilliant narrative and precise 
analysis is displayed in his article. He 
discusses the patterns and processes 
of diffusion by which Byzantine 
civilization expanded and influenced 
other societies and peoples. Vryonis 
also emphasizes the hybrid character 
of Byzantine culture, which he 
interprets as a fusion of Hellenism 
and Orthodox Christianity.

Prior to his death in 2001, 
Dimitri Obolensky, Professor of 
Russian and Balkan History at 
Oxford University, was for decades 
recognized as the world’s preeminent 
authority on Byzantine civilizational 
influence and interaction with the 
peoples, cultures and states of Russia 
and Eastern Europe. Obolensky’s 
“Byzantium and the Slavic World” 
makes clear the reasons for his stature. 
Obolensky establishes a straightforward chronological 
but ultimately nuanced framework for analyzing the 
evolving contours of Byzantine–Slav relations over nearly 
a millennium. He organizes this complex history into 
three periods: the first, from 500 to 800, was shaped 
by invasion and conflict; the second, from 800 to 1204, 
was characterized by formalized relations and cultural 
diffusion; and the third, following 1204, involved the 
deep entrenchment of Byzantine cultural and institutional 
influences in Russia and Eastern Europe. 

The essay “Byzantium and the Islamic World” was 
written by Irfan Shahid, Professor of Arabic and Islamic 
Literature at Georgetown University. Shahid argues that 
Byzantine civilization was tripartite in structure—Roman 
in its political institutions, Greek in its culture and 
heritage, and Christian in its faith—“and so was the world 
of barbarians that surrounded it, composed principally of 
the Germans, the Slavs and the Arabs” (p. 49). Accordingly, 
Shahid posits that the cultural mission of Byzantium 
was the diffusion of these three defining components of 

Byzantine civilization to the three surrounding peoples. 
Shahid’s conclusion is provocative: he suggests that of the 
“three barbarian peoples,” only the Muslim Arabs, and 
neither the Germans nor Slavs, adopted into their own 
culture the second component of Byzantine civilization, 
Hellenism—that is, Greek culture and heritage, 
expressed in particular through classical knowledge and 
the Greek language. 

In many ways Shahid’s contribution is the most powerful 
in the volume, as a possible reading of contemporary world 
politics through the historical lens of Byzantium. Shahid 
describes “the journey of Hellenism from Byzantium to the 
Islamic world, its resurgence and flowering in that world, 
and its subsequent transformation and diffusion,” as a 
global project “undreamed of by Alexander (the original 
apostle of Hellenism in the Near East)” (page 49). Shahid 
explains that “Islam itself became the center of radiation of 
a new Hellenic cultural orbit within which moved a new 
set of satellites in the three continents of Asia, Africa and 
Europe.” Shahid agrees with Western medievalists, who 
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recognize the central role played by the Arabs in the diffusion 
of Hellenism and its intellectual heritage into Western 
Europe. But he offers a corrective to the conventional 
Western oversight and misunderstanding of the historical 
record by making it clear that the preservation and flow of 
this culture and knowledge originated in Byzantium. 

In her essay “Byzantium and the West,” Angeliki E. 
Laiou does not attempt to tackle the subject of Byzantine 
civilizational influence on Medieval Western Europe. 
Instead, she focuses on evaluation of similarities and 
differences between Byzantium and the West. Although 
unconcerned with the causes of any divergences between 
Byzantium and the West, Laiou’s essay offers a rigorous 
and fairly empirical means of addressing a very important 
issue. Specifically, Laiou investigates whether Byzantium 
and the West were part of the same social and cultural 
entity. While not definitive, Laiou’s conclusions present 
constructive guideposts for research that has unfolded 
since the volume’s publication. 

This book’s last two chapters present a fitting closure 

to an appreciation of Byzantium 
as a world civilization and to the 
celebration of Dumbarton Oaks 
as one of the great repositories of 
Byzantine culture and history. In 
his essay “Byzantine Art,” Gary 
Vikan, Director of the Walters Art 
Museum of Baltimore, MD, offers 
an erudite and stirring scholarly 
meditation on the theory and forms 
of Byzantine iconography. An expert 
on Byzantine pilgrimage art, Vikan 
reveals the Byzantines’ unique 
aesthetic through thirty-four images 
that accompany the text. 

The black-and-white images 
in Vikan’s article complement 
the ten color plates in the book’s 
introduction, as well as the thirty-
eight illustrations that appear in the 
book’s final essay, “Byzantine Art 
History in the Second Half of the 
Twentieth Century.” In this section, 
Henry Maguire surveys the current 
state of research on Byzantine art. 
In addition, Maguire shows how 
the study of Byzantine art fits into 
contemporary debates concerning 
the entire field of art history. In sum, 

Maguire’s essay reminds us of Mildred and Robert Bliss’s 
far-sighted appreciation of the fact that the civilization 
of Byzantium offers us an incomparably rich resource for 
understanding our own times. The Blisses’ benefaction 
and legacy have made Dumbarton Oaks one of the world’s 
most important and inspiring centers of art, knowledge 
and scholarship. This great and enduring achievement is 
brilliantly reflected in Byzantium: A World Civilization, 
a book that will uplift and delight those already familiar 
with Byzantium and its culture of Orthodox Christianity, 
just as it will enchant and enlighten those entering the 
Byzantine world for the first time.

Alexandros K. Kyrou, PhD, is Associate Professor of 
History at Salem State university in Salem, MA, where 
he teaches on the Balkans, Byzantium and the Ottoman 
Empire. Professor Kyrou is Associate Editor of the Journal 
of Modern Hellenism. He resides in bedford, MA, with his 
wife, Elizabeth Prodromou, and his daughter, Sophia.
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There are hundreds, if not thousands, of books on various aspects of Byzantine history. The following bibliogra-
phy is a good place to begin your study. A good college library should have most of these works.

Constantine (gus) Hatzidimitriou received his PhD from 
Columbia University in Byzantine, Ottoman and Balkan 
History. He has written several books and articles on 
Greek history, and he has taught at several universities in 
the united States and greece. He currently works in the 
New york Department of Education.

This bibliography was originally created for the gMNy 
Social Studies Conference, “byzantium: The Missing Link 
in Teaching the History of Civilization” (February 11, 
2006). The editors of PrAXIS have added a few addi-
tional sources.
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 BOOK  REVIEWS
Rewired: 
Understanding the iGeneration and the 
Way They Learn

Author: Larry D. Rosen, PhD
Reviewer: Anton C. Vrame, PhD 

Th ree sentences in the opening chapter of this book had me 
hooked:
• Today’s youth thrive on multimedia, multitasking, and 

social environments for every aspect of their lives except 
education. (page 3)

•  As educators, we must fi nd new tools to engage our stu-
dents and help them learn in ways that work for them 
and for teachers. (page 5)

• What I am saying is that we need to capitalize on our 
children’s amazing high-tech knowledge and skills when 
we teach that (changed) curriculum. (page 5)
In the rest of this book, Rosen discusses that children 

under the age of sixteen or so interact 
with the world through their WMDs 
(wired mobile devices), the Internet 
and computers—and this necessitates 
a new way of thinking about how we 
teach them. Rosen, a professor of psy-
chology at California State University, 
Dominguez Hills, has interviewed chil-
dren and teachers, and he has carefully 
observed the technological transforma-
tion of the world in the last fi fteen years 
and its eff ect on our lives.

For example, some researchers have 
shown that we cannot multitask as well 
as we think we can. But Rosen observes 
that the way we multitask is actually 
diff erent from the way it has been stud-
ied in experiments. When young people 
multitask, they are not trying to do two things precisely at 
once. Th ey’re simply performing multiple actions in a rapid 
sequence: they may start a video game while keeping the 
cell phone (the WMD) nearby waiting for a text message, 
and then they update their Facebook status (frequently, us-
ing that same WMD). Th ey cycle from activity to activity, 
pausing the video game, responding to the text, messaging 
a friend, then resuming the video game. For those of us 

who are less skilled with these technologies, it can look 
dizzying, but young people do seem to manage it all. 
(Naturally, there are times when the juggling act is 
a dangerous distraction, such as trying to adjust the 
iPod and then shoot off  a quick text while stopped at 
a red light.)

So Rosen reframes the debate: How might we edu-
cate children who are capable of multitasking so well? 
Can we create educational environments and activities 
that take advantage of these abilities? He believes that 
teachers can and should.

He observes that young people are comfortable 
navigating the virtual world of Second Life or video 
games such as SimCity, and that they spend hours en-
gaging a whole range of issues through them. Might 
teachers create virtual worlds for studying specifi c 
topics? Rosen believes they should, but one of several 
obstacles is that most teachers do not have the techno-
logical skills to do so.

Th e book makes a compelling argument. But the 
point is quickly made so you can then speed along 
through Rosen’s survey of various technologies and 
their specifi c eff ects.

What’s a religious educator to do? Our 
parishes do not have these kinds of tech-
nologies in their teaching spaces, and the 
Church is not really able to fi nance the 
kinds of projects. As Rosen suggests for 
this kind of situation, we can adapt to 
the technical abilities of our students, 
even if we don’t have the latest techno-
logical setups in our classrooms. A few 
examples:
• Check out Saints Alive! (games.go-
arch.org), a set of online games created 
by the Archdiocese to teach children 
about the Faith. Th e collection is still 
small, and it is not as sophisticated as 
SimCity or some of the blockbuster 
games on the commercial market. Re-
ligious educators can direct students 

and parents to them for home use.
• Tap into the active learning patterns that the new 

media can support. For example, Web browsing 
involves seeking information and following one’s 
interests, providing options to move deeper into a 
subject or follow a path of related topics. In the De-
partment’s new teacher guides, we build in interac-
tion and interactivity with subject matter, pointing 
students to look things up, rather than just provid-

chology at California State University, 
Dominguez Hills, has interviewed chil-
dren and teachers, and he has carefully 
observed the technological transforma-
tion of the world in the last fi fteen years 
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that the way we multitask is actually 
diff erent from the way it has been stud-
ied in experiments. When young people 
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nologies in their teaching spaces, and the 
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kinds of projects. As Rosen suggests for 
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and parents to them for home use.
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hints at what lies behind and beyond. Vespers cel-
ebrates the radiant beauty of the whole, the Phos 
Hilaron, Christ, through whom we view both cos-
mos and Creator.

Teetering between day and night, between this 
world and the next, we watch the sun disappear. 
And, like the apostles at the Ascension when the 
true Sun was removed from their sight, we stand 
awestruck, gazing up to heaven. We hear the crys-
talline voices of angels: “Men of Galilee, why do 
you stand looking up at the sky? Th is Jesus, who 
was taken up form you into the heavens, will come 
in the same way as you saw Him go into the heav-
ens” (Acts 1:11). 

Remembering and holding the sunset vision in 
our inmost hearts, we return our gaze to the world 
in which we still live. After our day illumined by 
Christ, we perceive the world with more clarity 
and more truth.
Th is book is for those who are ready to explore the 

beauty and meaning of the worship cycle or those who 
want to better understand Faith but cannot abide dry ac-
ademic writing. Th is well-written book defi nitely inspires 
a desire to pray the hours and experience the spiritual gift 
of this tradition.

A Book of Hours: 
Meditations on the Traditional 
Christian Hours of Prayer

Author: Patricia Colling Egan
Reviewer: Elizabeth Borch 

Th is companion connects the academic, the beautiful and 
the spiritual aspects of the Hours together into one whole 
mystical truth. A Book of Hours is not a traditional book of 
prayers or a dry analysis of liturgical prayer. Highly poetic 
writing, thoroughly studied explanations, and inspiration 
from life and surroundings come together to express the 
wholeness of the prayer cycle.

Th e underlying concept of the Divine Hours is shared in 
both the Eastern and Western Churches. Drawing from her 
lifelong experience in both Churches, Egan reveals the Spirit 
behind the common liturgical hours and how through them 
we experience our Tradition. Logically, each chapter exam-
ines one of the Divine Hours, describing its unique contri-
bution to a well-balanced life of prayer. Psalms, Scripture, 
hymns, iconic imagery and refl ection together explore the 
themes of each hour.

From Egan’s chapter on vespers:
Vespers sums up and, with lavish splendor, distills 

our day, reminding us of the “joyous radiance”: Christ, 
the “glorious outpouring of the immortal father.” At 
the same time, it introduces us to the luminosity of 
that clear pale evening light that follows sunset and 
whose transparency, like the glassy light of October, 

Patricia Colling Egan, A Book of Hours: Medita-
tions on the Traditional Christian Hours of Prayer 
(Conciliar Press, 2010), 190 pages.

ing all the information in a textbook. Th ink of each page 
in the new zines as a web page, rather than a book page.

• Become “countercultural,” teaching the discipline of 
thoughtful refl ection and stillness in the face of the need 
for constant activity and instantaneous answers.

• Create activities that take advantage of our student’s 
technical capabilities. For example, students can make a 
video about a topic or develop a web page on an impor-
tant issue for linking on the parish’s website. 
Children born after 1994 or 1995 know only a world 

of the Internet, cell phones and social networking. Th is is 
their reality. Rosen has challenged us to consider how to 
deal with it in our educational mission.

Larry D. rosen, Rewired: Understanding the iGen-
eration and the Way They Learn (Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2010), 250 pages.
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Every person—child or adult, wealthy or poor—learns dif-
ferently and deserves to have a classroom experience that 
addresses his or her preferred learning style. However, im-

plementing different teaching methods to appeal to multiple ways 
of learning is not always an easy task for an educator. To make the 
greatest impact, teachers must know what those different learning 
styles are so they can better meet the needs of their students.

Howard Gardner, a psychologist and professor of education 
at Harvard, developed the Theory of Multiple Intelligences as a 
way to categorize how humans learn. His books Frames of Mind 
and the more recent Multiple Intelligences: New Horizons have 
changed the way many educators think about teaching. Gardner 
devised a list of eight intelligences that all humans possess but use 
to varying degrees:

 This explains why some people prefer to work alone or in 
groups, express themselves through movement, learn using visual 
aids, or tend to think critically. Development of each intelligence 
is based on both genetics and environment. Individuals may be 
strong in more than one area. The following are Gardner’s eight 
multiple intelligences as well as examples of how they can be ap-
plied in the religious education setting. 
Verbal–Linguistic

People who easily learn languages and can write and speak 
well are associated with having a strong verbal–linguistic intel-
ligence. Their ability to express themselves in this manner allows 
them to accomplish whatever goals are set before them. Careers 
associated with this category include, but are not limited to the 
law, writing and public speaking. 

The use of this intelligence can be included in the religious 
education environment in a variety of fashions. For example, 
when teaching children various liturgical hymns, share the cul-
tural spectrum of Orthodoxy by having translations of the hymns 
in multiple languages during instruction. Other feasible avenues 
to complement this intelligence include assigning children to read 
aloud from the Bible, having projects that involve class presenta-
tions and encouraging participation in the St. John Chrysostom 
Oratorical Festival (see the Department of Religious Education’s 

website, www.religioused.goarch.org, for more information about 
the Oratorical Festival). 
Visual–Spatial

People with a strong visual–spatial intelligence learn best 
through visualization or observation. They are better able to un-
derstand a concept if they can see it in front of them in some 
fashion, in either two or three dimensions. Observed items can 
include: icons, liturgical items, charts, maps, flyers and bulletin 
boards. Some individuals who fall into this category are sculp-
tors, illustrators, designers and surgeons, as they all tend to work 
well with both their eyes and their hands. The second part of this 
intelligence focuses on individuals who prefer to organize items 
spatially such as navigators, costume-makers and those who enjoy 
putting puzzles together.

In the classroom, incorporate art by displaying or making 
icons. Have a student pretend he or she is a tour guide in a city 
or country that is being focused on in a lesson. Allow children 
to pretend they are architects, and have them design an Ortho-
dox Church to test their knowledge of traditional church layouts 
(e.g., narthex, nave, soleas, altar, Pantocrator and iconostasion). 
Other feasible applications of this intelligence include allowing 
for photo-taking opportunities, illustrating a prayer, learning to 
make prayer ropes and making mixed-media collages. Relate the 
images in the collage to the focus of the lesson for the day. 
Logical–Mathematical

Individuals who have developed the logical–mathematical 
intelligence, such as scientists and mathematicians, are able to 
handle long chains of reasoning. They are resourceful when it 
comes to problem-solving and logically analyzing situations. Al-
though there are few opportunities to incorporate scientific and 
mathematical thinking into a religious curriculum, activating 
this intelligence is not impossible. 

In the classroom, appeal to children who find strength in us-
ing this intelligence by presenting them with questions that will 
allow them to think critically, such as asking, “What would you 
do in the situation that Jesus was in?” It’s also important to focus 
on developing a class routine that children can easily conform to. 
This method can appeal to a wide variety of age groups. For older 
classes, a basic class session may include a prayer, offering col-
lection, religious instruction and follow-up activities. However, 
younger children may have other areas such as story time, snacks 
and music. However simple or complex the routine, make sure it 
best suits the age group being taught. 

Appealing to Every Type of Learner
Incorporating the Theory of Multiple Intelligences 
in Religous Education Classrooms

•  Bodily–kinesthetic
•  Interpersonal
•  Intrapersonal
•  Naturalistic

•  Verbal–linguistic
•  Visual–spatial
•  Logical–mathematical
•  Musical–rhythmic

Stephanie Mardigian

Religous Ed
B A S I C S
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Musical–Rhythmic 
Those who are strong in this intelligence, such as performers, 

musicians and composers, appreciate various forms of musical ex-
pression. They have the capacity to recognize and interpret differ-
ent sounds and rhythm. Unfortunately, this intelligence tends to 
be pushed aside in many school classrooms because educators are 
at a loss about how to incorporate musical expression into their 
lessons. Fortunately for religious instruction, this does not have to 
be the case. In the Orthodox Church we are blessed with beauti-
ful hymns. Incorporate singing or chanting these hymns into a 
lesson, or teach a unit on Church hymnology in which singing 
is a part of every class. Challenge the students to write their own 
songs or poems on a given topic of study. Since these suggestions 
may not be feasible for younger children, have religious music 
playing in the background during craft or snack time, sing a Bible 
song related to the lesson of the day, or make an effort to sing and 
learn a simple liturgical hymn. 
Bodily–Kinesthetic

The bodily–kinesthetic intelligence entails the use of one’s 
body or parts of the body to complete a task. Incorporation of 
this intelligence provides children of every age an avenue to re-
lease their energy after sitting for extended periods of time. This 
could be something as simple as reaching to the ceiling and bend-
ing down to the ground, or having transitions from one activity 
to another by having the class do movements such as skipping, 
galloping and hopping. To appeal to this intelligence during re-
ligious instruction, have the class make the sign of the cross, put 
the words of a prayer to dance, or act out the lesson for the day in 
a dramatic production. 
Interpersonal

Individuals who possess a strong interpersonal intelligence 
are typically outgoing and comfortable with group interaction. 
They are tuned in to the emotions, desires and motivations of the 
people around them.

One of the easiest ways to incorporate this intelligence is by 
providing opportunities for peer interaction with partners or 
groups. Because not all children thrive when working with oth-
ers, begin the year with an ice-breaker activity to establish a sense 
of community in the classroom. It’s important for children to feel 
comfortable working with others. 

Once a sense of community has been established, it’s time to 
incorporate activities into the curriculum to enhance this intel-
ligence. For example, when discussing the importance of icons, 
have one student (perhaps one who is also a visual–spatial learner) 
pretend he or she is an iconographer while another student plays 
an interviewer who is interested in learning more about iconogra-
phy. Or, at the end of a unit, have a review game where students 
work in teams to answer trivia questions. If these are not feasible, 
allow time for small groups to meet and discuss questions that 
pertain to the lesson for the day. 

Intrapersonal
People with detailed and accurate self-knowledge have been 

motivated to develop their intrapersonal intelligence. Under-
standing their personality, emotions, motivations, strengths and 
weaknesses tends to be prioritized. Working independently and 
being motivated to set personal goals are common traits of people 
with this intelligence. Although these individuals may seem to 
be on the reserved side, they are usually conscious of how to ap-
ply what they learn to their lives in order to further accurately 
develop self-awareness. 

In the classroom, provide opportunities for reflection in an 
in-class journal assignment, or ask questions that allow for criti-
cal thinking and reflection both during and outside of classroom 
instruction. Allowing time for children to work independently on 
a given task would work here as well. 
Naturalistic 

Naturalistic intelligence is well-developed in those who show 
interest and appreciation for nature and the environment. Specific 
areas of interest or study may include botany and meteorology. 
More generally, individuals who are attracted to farming, gar-
dening and studying the weather tend to have a more-developed 
naturalistic intelligence.

To appeal to this intelligence in the classroom, take a field trip 
outdoors to explore and interact with God’s creation. If a field 
trip is not feasible, bring the outdoors inside for a lesson. Use 
items from nature such as sticks and leaves for crafts, or plant a 
window garden to witness the fruits of God’s creation. When re-
viewing Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, reenact the 
story using real palms. Make Adam, Eve and the animals out of 
Play-Doh. While discussing the miracle of Jesus healing the blind 
man, provide real clay and reenact the story using a toy person. 

Even the most experienced educator would find it difficult to 
appeal to every intelligence in a single lesson. However, an at-
tempt should be made to incorporate each intelligence when ap-
propriate throughout the year to give all students an opportunity 
to learn how they learn best. Incorporating this theory into the 
curriculum personalizes education and shows the children that 
they are the priority. 

Stephanie Mardigian is pursuing a Master’s in Teaching at Vir-
ginia Commonwealth University. She attends Sts. Constantine 
and Helen greek Orthodox Cathedral in richmond, VA. She 
can be contacted at mardigiansm@vcu.edu. 

H. Gardner, Multiple Intelligences: New horizons (Ebrary Reader).
S. Seider, “An Educator’s Journey toward Multiple Intelligences,” Edu-
topia, www.edutopia.org/multiple-intelligences-theory-teacher
M. K. Smith, “Howard Gardner & Multiple Intelligences,” The En-
cyclopedia of Informal Education, www.infed.org/thinkers/gardner

RESOURCES   

PRAXIS w Winter 2011 page 25



This new feature in PRAXIS presents challenging questions 
about raising children and adolescents, with practical, faithful 
responses from experienced parents. – E. B.

Q. “CHurCH IS bOrINg! DO I HAVE TO gO?”

A: buILD A SOLID FAMILy FOuNDATION
I don’t have scientific evidence, but things are different to-

day with our kids. Back in the day, parents would tell children 
to do something and it was done. No questions asked. We can’t 
blame it solely on TV shows, movies or video games, but it sure 
seems that obedience is passé. It is much harder to keep our 
children engaged in what we as parents believe are important 
steps in their development.

Church is a perfect example of this change. The standard 
question from our children today is “Church is so boring. Do 
I have to go?” It might be hard for us to imagine that it is 
boring because we experience the tradition and richness of the 
Divine Liturgy, which fills all our senses. But it does seem that 
many children don’t seem to connect. Other religious groups 
have altered their worship formats by bringing in rock music, 
PowerPoint presentations on huge screens, theatric productions 
and other kid-friendly media during the service. Thankfully 
the Orthodox Faith has not gone this route.

So how do we reach these children?
Several years ago a mother shared her story with me. She 

had been taking her son, Alex, to church since he was a baby. 
She brought only religious books for him to look at during 
the long service. When Alex turned four, she allowed him to 
draw, but only what he was seeing in the church. She kept 
many pictures of his stick-figure interpretations of the icons, 
the chanters and even the priest giving communion. But a 
crucial element was missing: one Sunday when Alex was five 
years old, he asked, “But Dad, why don’t you come to church 
with us?”

“Oh,” the father said, “Sunday is my day of rest.” Alex put 
his feet up and said, “OK, me too.” Now the dad quickly went 
to change his clothes and said, “OK, my rest day is now Satur-
day. Let’s go to church.”

So my first thought is that coming to church needs to start 
at an early age and be part of life for the entire family. Parents 
need to share love and joy with their children and with each 
other. I’ve seen many parents drop their children off at Sunday 
school and return after a visit to Starbucks. And I am saddened 

during Easter when families come to church but the kids feel 
they are out of place, not knowing what is going on. As the 
children grow up and become familiar with our Faith, it will 
no longer feel boring to them.

Secondly, parents should build a sense of church commu-
nity for their children. Set up Saturday sleepovers and make go-
ing to church on Sunday morning a part of the “fun time” to-
gether, or go out after church or to brunch at someone’s home.

It is very difficult to compete with the Sunday athletic events 
in which our children participate. I recall many a swim meet 
when my children were changing clothes in the car to make 
it to church on time. It takes effort and planning, but Sunday 
mornings need to be reserved for church.

Lastly, I would suggest that if you don’t have extended fam-
ily nearby, that you “adopt” a Yiayia or Papou for your children. 
Our older generation has so much to offer our children, and 
both generations will look forward each Sunday to seeing one 
another. Grandparents can be loving role models who reinforce 
the messages of our Faith.

As parents there is only so much we can do while our chil-
dren grow into young adults. Each person must find his or her 
own journey and relationship with Christ, but it is up to us 
as parents to build a solid foundation that will stand the test 
of time. While the kids are young, listen carefully when they 
complain about boredom so that you can help discover what 
coming to Church can mean to them.

Jeanette Aydlette has been a teacher and counselor of ele-
mentary school children since 1977. She has also taught under-
graduate and graduate students in the areas of child development 
and group counseling. She currently attends St. Katherine Greek 
Orthodox Church in Falls Church, VA. She and her husband, 
Mitch, are the parents of two young men.

A. STArT EArLy AND rEACH OuT
The “boring” problem happens to every parent at one time 

or another, so it is good to have a plan and maybe even preempt 
the problem. If your children are small, start now and do what 
you can to nip this common complaint in the bud.

As early as possible, start instilling the desire for church life. 
Although you can never impose your own desire on someone 
else, your children will never be interested if they are not ex-
posed regularly. “Orthodoxy is caught, not taught.” Create that 
exposure when they are young and most open-minded.

Parent Parent
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Closely related to this is the example of a parent’s own at-
tendance. Parents are children’s first and most significant role 
models. If you are engaged with your parish and happy about 
being in church, your children will reflect that attitude. If your 
children sense hypocrisy, don’t expect them to value church 
any more than you do yourself.

For the benefit of the whole family, strengthen your 
church habit and help it to grow by being an involved parent. 
Introduce yourself and network with other parents and their 
families to build bonds within the parish community. Per-
haps invite another family with children over for lunch after 
church. If the parish needs help with a project, participate! 
Besides being an example of serving the community and forg-
ing new relationships, this can strengthen your own spiritual 
involvement. Lord willing, this will have a trickle-down effect 
on your family.

Make it possible for your kids to participate in their dio-
cese camp. The camp experience takes us out of our own little 
worlds and opens the door for new and deeper friendships—
plus it is a lot of fun! The connections with other kids and 
counselors help keep the enthusiasm going. Related to this, be 
supportive financially of the camp program and fund-raising 
events. The price tag can be scary to most kids, who have no 
real income, and it may cause them to dismiss the possibility 
of attending camp from the start.

Talk with the youth leaders of your parish to find out what 
activities are coming up each year. Kids don’t often think to 
relay that information. Enroll your children in Sunday school 

and HOPE, JOY or GOYA. Share your excitement. Don’t 
apologize with words like, “I know you don’t like it, but you 
have to go.” (And if the program really does need fresh energy, 
offer your help in making it more exciting.)

Arrange transportation for your kids and other children so 
they may participate. When your children become teens, the 
social groups that your children are part of become very im-
portant to them. If you can pave the way for strong friendships 
within the church at a young age, you are providing better sup-
port for them in the later and more turbulent teen years—and 
even after they begin leaving home.

Talk to your priest to see how your son (and daughter) can 
help with the services. In addition to being altar boys, children 
can participate in various ways, such as serving antidoron, col-
lecting offering, holding the communion cloth, working at the 
candle stand, being a greeter, preparing the church for feasts 
and singing in the choir. Adults often perform these func-
tions, but with supervision and instruction, children delight 
in becoming active members of the body of Christ. Cultivate 
the next generation’s interest by inviting and happily including 
them in these tasks.

To provide balance and dimension to our service and re-
lationships, we should broaden our church involvement in a 
variety of settings. When kids get older, allow them to par-
ticipate in mission trips, GOYA and JOY activities; visit other 
Orthodox parishes; commit to service projects; and participate 
in “nonreligious” outings or gatherings. Be on the lookout for 
ways to change it up and keep variety in your spiritual life and 
church routine. Taking our church life outside of church not 
only prevents boredom, but also helps us grow into the rich 
and multidimensional individuals He made us to be.

Ensuring that our children grow up with a healthy love of 
and desire for church life is the dream of many parents. Nur-
turing those seeds of interest does require extra effort. Remem-
ber that your efforts in getting to church and modeling what 
you desire for your children are part of the prayer and sacra-
ment that you offer in honoring our Lord.

Despina Stavros is the mother of four daughters (ranging 
in age from two to nineteen), a registered nurse, and the 
wife of Dr. George Stavros. They attend St. Gregory the 
Theologian Church in Mansfield, MA.

 JOIN THE CONVErSATION!
To submit questions or volunteer for our panel, 
please e-mail Beth Borch (bethborch@goarch.org) 
or Anton Vrame (tvrame@goarch.org).
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The Triodion is the service book that is first used 
four weeks before the start of Great Lent. These 
four weeks are preparation for the Great Fast. 
Each Sunday of this period reflects on elements 

of Great Lent, either through parables, witness or advice. 
Whatever the direction is, it will focus on giving us bet-
ter direction to our journey. If we do not have direction or 
guidelines for the great journey, how can we know whether 
we are on the right path? These parables are like the GPS in 
your car—God’s Protection System—during the journey 
through Great Lent. No matter how many times in our 
lives we take this trip, we need direction. Further examina-
tion will tell us why.

DIRECTION 1: HUMILITY
The Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee (Luke 18:10–14)

Two men went to the temple to pray. One was a Pharisee 
(a Jewish leader who followed the temple laws closely) and 
the other a Publican (a tax collector). The Pharisee stood in 
the temple and thanked God he was not like other men, who 
were all extortionists, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax 
collector, as he pointed to the Publican. The Pharisee boasted 
of all the good he had accomplished and the tithes he had 
given. The Publican kneeled penitently, far in the back of 
the temple. He did not lift his eyes to heaven, and he beat 
his breast asking God to be merciful to him, a sinner. The 
Publican went home that day justified, instead of the Phari-
see, because everyone who boasts about himself will be hum-
bled, and everyone who humbles himself will be exalted. The 
Pharisee did not do anything wrong. In fact, the Pharisee 
followed the “letter” of God’s Law. He received the rewards 
he wanted: adulation from those around him. The Publican, 
though a sinner, asked for forgiveness. God rewarded the 
Publican: humility is one of God’s jewels. 

DIRECTION 2: REPENTANCE
The Sunday of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32)

A man had two sons. The younger of the two sons asked 
for his portion of his father’s inheritance. After a few days, 

the younger son took his fortune, traveled to a far-off city, 
and wasted his wealth. Then a great famine began, and the 
young son could not support himself. As a result, the only 
job he could find was feeding pigs, and he was so hungry 
that he would have eaten anything, even the same food that 
he gave to the pigs. But no one would give him any food. 
The young man was only popular as long as he had wealth. 
It occurred to him that his father’s servants had more than 
enough to eat. Therefore, the young man went back to his 
father. His father saw him coming from a distance. He ran 
to the young man and embraced him. The son asked for 
forgiveness, telling his father that he had sinned against 
both heaven and him and was no longer worthy to be called 
his son. Instead of scolding or criticizing, his father called to 
the servants to dress the boy in fine robes, place sandals on 
his feet, and kill the fatted calf for a great feast for his son. 
His son was dead and now alive; he was lost and now found.

The older son then came home. He saw the party and 
asked a servant what was going on. When he found out that 
his younger brother had returned and there was a party to 
welcome him, he was outraged and argued with his father. 
The older son told his father that he had always obeyed, 
honored and worked for him, yet he had never been given 
anything so that he could have a party with his friends. 
Instead, he came home and saw a party for his younger 
brother, who had squandered everything. The father told 
his older son that he was always with him and that every-
thing he owned was his, but his younger brother was dead 
and now alive, was lost and now found. He told him not 
to be angry, but to come and rejoice. The older brother was 
angry and jealous. The younger son repented to his father 
and to God. Genuine and sincere repentance will always 
pave the way to God’s kingdom.

DIRECTION 3: COMPASSION
Sunday of the Last Judgment (Matthew 25:31–46)

 Christ will come again in glory as a King sitting on a 
throne with all His angels. He will separate the nations and 
have His sheep (righteous people) sit on His right, and on 

Youth Reading & Craft for a 
Session on the Lenten Triodion Georget Photos

DIRECTED TOWARD

PRAXIS w Winter 2011page 28



the left sit the goats—the sinners who have not repented 
and asked for forgiveness. To the sheep, the King will say:

Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the king-
dom prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world: for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was 
thirsty and you gave Me drink; I was a stranger and 
you took Me in; I was naked and you clothed Me; I 
was sick and you visited Me; I was in prison and you 
came to Me. (Matthew 25:34–36)

Those to His left He will curse and send to the fiery 
pits prepared for the devil and his angels, because they did 
nothing for Him. They did not feed, give drink, clothe, 
give shelter, visit when sick or in prison; in every way, they 
ignored those in need. Therefore, the sheep will inherit 
eternal life, whereas the goats will go away in everlasting 
punishment. Compassion for our brothers and sisters—
family, friends, foes, and even strangers—is important. We 
must help anyone in need, no matter who they are. 

DIRECTION 4+: FORGIVENESS
Sunday of Forgiveness (Matthew 6:14–21)

This Sunday is the final step before the first day of Great 
Lent. It is our final and ultimate direction. God will forgive 
us our sins if we forgive those who have sinned against us. We 
will be judged as we judge others. When we fast, we should do 
it in secret and not call attention to our actions. Those who call 
attention to themselves receive their reward from those around 
them, but God will reward those who fast in secret. (Sounds 
like the Publican and the Pharisee?) Do not collect treasures on 
earth that may be stolen by thieves, rust, or be eaten by moths, 
but instead collect treasures in heaven where they cannot be 
destroyed or stolen. (Sounds like the Prodigal Son?) For where 
your treasure is, there will your heart be also. It is not impor-
tant what your friends think about your accomplishments. It is 
important that your treasures are jewels in God’s eyes.

God’s points of direction include humility, repentance, 
compassion and forgiveness. His compass points to His 
Resurrection and assists us in staying centered throughout 
this journey. When we follow His direction, we will not 
stray off the road one way or another, but instead arrive at 
our final destination.

This reading and project for youth is an excerpt from Presbytera 
Georget Photos’s Let Us Live Orthodoxy, Volume 2: The Triodion 
to Great Lent, which will be published in 2012 by the Depart-
ment of religious Education. The six-volume series is a hands-
on approach (including projects, retreats and recipes) that leads 
young people to know, understand, and respect the traditions 
of the Church, enabling them to actively include these traditions 

in their lives. For more information, visit www.goarch.org/arch-
diocese/departments/religioused/liveorthodoxy
Presbytera Georget and her husband, Fr. Dean Photos, have led 
these exercises in their parishes with astonishing success. They 
presently serve the community of St. Sophia greek Orthodox 
Church of Polk County, FL, where Fr. Dean is Proistamenos and 
Presbytera is the Sunday School Facilitator and Youth Advisor. 

TREASURE IN HEAVEN
This is a very simple project, but it has a great meaning. 
It helps us focus on what is important in our lives—our 
direction—and all of the positive people, places and 
things that keep us moving toward God.

• 1 tablespoon gold or silver glitter
• 1 clear, sturdy, single-serving plastic or glass bot-

tle with lid (such as a 20-ounce tea or soda bottle)
• 2 cups white or tan sand
• Funnel
• Variety of small charms that represent Church, 

school, home, family, pets, heroes in our lives, etc. 
(small enough to fit through the bottle’s opening)

- OR -
• Variety of small faith-related charms (for ex-

ample, cross, fish, Bible, Noah’s Ark, Ten Com-
mandments)

• 4 small cards, each with one of the following words: 
compassion, forgiveness, humility, repentance

1. Remove the label (and any glue it leaves behind) 
from a single-serving juice, tea, or soda bottle. 
Wash and dry the bottle and its cap.

2.  Fill the container halfway with sand.
3.  Select your charms. Think of everything on earth 

that means something to you, and select charms to 
represent each one (for example, a cross for Church, 
a red bow for your mother, and a pink bow for your 
sister). Place at least 10 charms in your bottle.

4.  Add the cards and the glitter to the bottle.
5. Pour the rest of the sand into the bottle, leaving about 

1½ inches at the top. Close the lid. (Add a bit of glue 
to the threads of the cap if does not seem secure.)

6.  Shake container well, make sure to cover everything.

To remember where your heart is each day during the 
Triodion period and the Great Fast, shake your bottle to re-
veal your treasures. This exercise, though simple, reminds us 
throughout Great Lent to follow the directions Christ gave 
us. Each time you shake the bottle, try to bring compassion, 
forgiveness, humility and repentance to your heart’s surface.
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It’s one of the most lasting images of Holy Week. 
Just before the beginning of the Anastasis service 
on Saturday night, Orthodox Christians around the 
world anticipate the Resurrection of Christ, holding 

unlit candles in their hands. After a few minutes in the dark-
ness of the Church, the light 
is brought forth so that they 
may rejoice in the Resurrected 
Christ, lighting their candles 
and triumphantly singing 
“Christos Anesti!” 

What many parishioners 
do after the service is note-
worthy. Leaving the confines 
of the Church, they head to 
their cars, carefully trying to 
preserve the lit candle so that 
its flame isn’t blown out. The 
symbolism of this wonderful 
tradition is something to be-
hold. One of the greatest gifts 
of the Resurrection is that of 
hope. Hope is eternally tied 
to the Resurrection because 
the Resurrection—a real, his-
torical event—was a profound 
shift of the ages. Like the lit 
candles that we protect and 
bring home, hope is some-
thing we are called to carry 
with us throughout our lives. 

St. Paul, in 1 Corinthians 13:13, states that all of us are to 
live in faith, hope and love (Pistis, Elpis and Agape—St. So-
phia’s martyred daughters). His exhortation on how to live the 
authentic Christian life has been woven into the fabric of Or-
thodox tradition, and a long list of holy men and women have 
borne witness to it. Hope is a also constant theme in the writ-
ings of the Church Fathers. St. John of Karpathos, for example, 
states, “It’s more serious to lose hope than to sin.”

Hope has everything to do with how we view the Resurrec-
tion and, by extension, how we view Christ Himself. Hope is an 
indicator that the joy of the Resurrection has penetrated one’s 
being. How could one have hope if one did not acknowledge 

the Resurrected Christ as Savior? Coming to terms with what 
hope is and discovering what it isn’t can be an elusive endeavor, 
particularly since there is a strong tendency among Orthodox 
Christians to confuse hope with optimism, a term made popu-
lar by self-help gurus.  

Hope has a distinctly 
Christian flavor to it. Unlike 
optimism, which is secular in 
nature, Christian hope isn’t 
centered on what human be-
ings can do, but on what God 
has done. Hope is an exten-
sion of faith; if faith is a tree, 
then hope is the branches of 
the tree.  The concept of hope 
has everything to do with the 
Kingdom, which is a present 
reality. This Christian hope 
is a hope that involves a bet-
ter future intruding on and 
decisively shaping the pres-
ent. In Mere Christianity, C. S. 
Lewis articulates this point 
very clearly: “If you read his-
tory you will find that the 
Christians who did the most 
for the present world were just 
those who thought most of 
the next” (p. 134).  

Optimism, on the other 
hand, is centered on the pres-

ent reality. It is an attitude of expectation that a specific and 
positive result will occur—such as recovering from an illness or 
passing an exam. With optimism there is an inherent inclina-
tion to anticipate the best possible outcome.  Hope is less spe-
cific. It’s an attitude that looks for possibility in whatever life 
deals us. Hope does not anticipate a particular outcome, but 
keeps before us the possibility that something useful will come 
from an event, even if that event involves suffering and pain. 

One danger of optimism is that it’s in limited simply be-
cause man is limited. In the face of death, optimism is useless. 
The most optimistic person in the world, as resourceful as he 
or she may be, cannot prevent death. Hope, on the other hand, 

Worldly Optimism, Divine Hope
Tom Papagiannis
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adds something to death because it redefines and transforms 
death: it proclaims that life extends beyond physical death. 

Optimism is not only limited, but it can also present other 
dangers. When the best possible outcome we expect doesn’t 
occur, we are let down and may even feel betrayed. It’s during 
these moments that our optimism may turn into its opposite, 
pessimism, which is the inclination to anticipate the worst pos-
sible outcome.  

Hope stops us from looking at our problems and teaches us 
to look through them. We clearly see the presence of hope in St. 
Paul’s second letter to Timothy. As he faces imminent physical 
death, St. Paul states the following:

I have fought the good fight. I have finished the race, I have 
kept the faith. Finally, there is laid up for me the crown of 
righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will 
give to me on that Day, and not to me only but also to all 
who have loved His appearing. (2 Timothy 4:7–8)

One of the criticisms of living a life in hope is that we are 
choosing to avoid reality in looking beyond our present prob-
lems. Yet to hope is not to say that all of the evils and pains of the 
world are not real; they are very real. Rather, it’s saying that they 
are not the ultimate reality. The Resurrection of Christ didn’t 
do away with the cross: it transformed it from a symbol of death 
into a symbol of life. 

Sociologists have identified three specific qualities needed for 
hope to abide in a person. The first is humility. A person needs 
to know that he or she is limited and not the center of creation. 
The second quality is a reliance on God. The last one is flight 
from the attachment to material things. These three qualities are 
dominant themes in the Church Fathers’ writings. For us, then, 
the challenge is to cultivate a life of hope in the land of plenty 
and to live modestly when doing so isn’t easy. 

Life’s joys and sorrows, such as the recent economic instabil-
ity, serve as personal barometers, indicating for us just how much 
we hope. One of our duties as Christians is to monitor our hope 
levels. And this type of vigilant monitoring is for all Christians, 
for when we don’t take the Resurrection seriously, or when we 
lose touch with its significance, it is easy to let our hope dissipate 
into mere optimism. 

We need to remember that hope is exclusively practiced in 
this world; it is the perfect antidote for suffering and pain. But 
hope will not be needed in the next life. We will not need to 
hope for a better day, for that perfect day will be in our midst in 
its fullness and glory. Hope has an end. The time for it is now. 

So the next time we enter a church and light a candle, let us 
also remember that there’s something inside us that needs to 
be lit and carefully preserved. The decision to hope in times of 
suffering and pain is one of the finest responses a Christian can 
make. So much of living the Christian life depends on it.

Tom Papagiannis is currently working as a school social worker. 
He earned a Masters of School Social Work from Aurora uni-
versity in 2002, and he received an MDiv from Holy Cross in 
2010. Tom and his wife, Katerina, are active members of St. John 
the baptist Church in Des Plaines, IL.

GROWING IN HOPE OF THE RESURRECTION:
TIPS FOR FAMILIES

1. Model for your children a life of hope. Be cog-
nizant of how you respond to a crisis because 
children watch their parents and tend to ap-
proach trials and tribulations similarly. Do 
you turn to God, to prayer, and to the saints 
for intercession when you are going through 
difficulties? Or do you try to solve your prob-
lems simply by your own means? 

2. Process life events with your child. Try to find 
the positives that come from adversity. Some-
times we may not understand why we must 
go through heartache and pain, so the only 
thing we can do is to look at the good that 
came from it. 

3. Don’t be afraid to be a social critic. Our soci-
ety sends conflicting and spiritually dangerous 
messages. For example, the self-esteem move-
ment of recent decades has tended to instill 
people with too much confidence in them-
selves and not enough confidence in God. 
Do a little research on subjects like optimism 
and positive thinking so that you can evaluate 
whether they are Christian in thought.  

4. Pay attention when you pray with your child. 
Sometimes we need to monitor how and what 
we pray. The tendency is to confuse wishing 
with praying whenever we make personal pe-
titions. The sets of prayers the Church pre-
scribes include elements of hope and reliance 
on God. Point these out for your child. How 
we pray tends to indicate how we see God.

5. Read the lives of the saints to your child. The 
saints show us how to be truly human. Chil-
dren from a young age tend to thirst for role 
models. Many of the stories of saints are avail-
able in easy-to-read language. Point out the 
threads of hope that lie within the stories. 
God and the hope of the Resurrection are the 
sources of saintly virtues such as patience, hu-
mility and love.
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I remember the night very clearly. I felt off …Not sick, just 
diff erent. As I sat up, unable to sleep and trying to fi g-
ure out what was wrong, it occurred to me that maybe I 
was pregnant. It was around two in the morning when I 

took the pregnancy test. A few minutes later I was waking my 
husband up to tell him we were expecting our fi rst child. By 
noon I was already fl ipping through one of those books that 
tells you everything you should know about pregnancy. By the 
end of the day I had ordered more than a few “essential” books 
to prepare us for this new chapter in 
our lives. Th ere was so much excite-
ment, so many questions, and an 
overwhelming sense that there were 
a million things to do!

I went into planning overdrive. 
I had to-do lists, to-buy lists, to-
ask lists, and any other kind of list 
you can imagine. In my ignorance, 
I was trying to control something 
that was not controllable. Th is is a 
common theme in my life, but here 
is the gift  of pregnancy (other than 
a beautiful baby): humility. For the 
fi rst time I had to accept that I had 
very little control of what was hap-
pening to my body and life—no 
matter how diligently I took my pre-
natal vitamins or read the latest books by Dr. Sears. My body 
was no longer my own, and every day there were reminders—
some pleasant and some less than pleasant—to remind me of 
this. Along the journey there were moments of grace where a 
seed was planted to bring back into focus what was truly impor-
tant: preparing for the spiritual task of motherhood.

In the Gospel of Luke, we read about an encounter between 
Mary, the Mother of God, and her cousin Elizabeth, the mother 
of St. John the Baptist. Both women were pregnant, and upon 
seeing Mary, Elizabeth told her that the baby she was carrying 
leapt in her womb from joy of being near his Lord. Th is was an 

PRAYER OF AN EXPECTING MOTHER

“O Sovereign Lord Jesus Christ, our God, the 
Source of life and immortality, I thank You, 
for in my marriage You have blessed me to be 
a recipient of Your gift; for You said, O Mas-
ter; be fruitful and multiply and replenish the 
earth. I thank You and pray: bless the fruit 
of my body that You gave me; favor it and 
animate it by Your Holy Spirit, and let it grow 
in health and purity. Sanctify its mind, heart 
and body, and grant this infant that is to be 
born an intelligent soul; establish him in Your 
love. Grant him a faithful angel, a guardian of 
soul and body. Protect, keep, strengthen and 
shelter the child in my womb until the hour of 
his birth. Amen.”

WHAT TO EXPECT 
WHEN YOU’RE EXPECTING...

...EVERYTHING!
Melissa K. Tsongranis

extraordinary occurrence for sure, and there are other stories of 
saints in the womb becoming more active (joyful) when enter-
ing a church or during times of worship. 

In utero our babies are not isolated from the world; rather 
they experience it from the protective cocoon of their mother. 
Modern research supports this notion. In the womb, babies re-
spond to light and touch, moving toward or away from the stim-
ulus. We also know from research that, just moments aft er birth, 
newborn infants prefer their parents’ voices over those of strang-

ers. If a baby can experience the sen-
sory world before birth, then he or 
she can certainly begin to experience 
the spiritual world. If we have such 
an impact on our child’s physical 
development at this time, we should 
assume the same is true of spiritual 
development. In the book Wounded 
by Love, Elder Porphyrios writes:

A child’s upbringing com-
mences at the moment of its 
conception. Th e embryo hears 
and feels in its mother’s womb. 
Yes, it hears and it sees with its 
mother’s eyes. It is aware of her 
movements and her emotions, 
even though its mind has not 
developed…For this reason a 

mother must pray a lot during her pregnancy and love the 
child growing within her, caressing her abdomen, reading 
psalms, singing hymns and living a holy life.

PRENATAL VITAMINS
Th e foundation of a physically healthy pregnancy begins 

with prenatal vitamins, ideally even before the pregnancy be-
gins. For the Orthodox Christian, prayer is a vitamin—impor-
tant before pregnancy, but even more important when life is 
growing in you. Sister Magdalen writes, “A woman who is ex-
pecting a child should pray to the Mother of God that the fruit 
of her own womb may also be blessed. Th e Mother of God is the 
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patron and guide of all pedagogues, because of the Divine Child 
that she bore and brought up—brought up in this world, on this 
earth.” 

Here are some things to consider:
• Upon learning of your pregnancy, contact your parish priest/

spiritual father to read the prayer for an expecting mother 
over you. Talk with him for further guidance in your prayer 
life. Remember the little one growing in you throughout the 
day in prayers. You can read from a prayer book, but also lift  
your mind and heart to God with your own words. When 
you pray make sure to speak aloud so that your baby can hear 
you.

• Go to Church services! Surround your baby with the sounds 
and smells of the Church so that the knowledge of God will 
begin to imprint itself on the little soul. Th ere are many 
beautiful services off ered in addition to the Divine Liturgy. 
Especially try to participate in services surrounding such 
holidays as the Nativity of our Lord, the Nativity of the Th e-
otokos, and the Annunciation.

REGULAR CHECK-UPS
Th e greatest gift  you can give your baby when you’re pregnant 

is to take care of your health—physical and spiritual. During 
this nine-month period, you will regularly go to the doctor to 
check on your physical well-being. But you need through the 
Church we maintain our spiritual well-being. Just as your baby is 
completely dependent on you for physical nourishment, we must 
also nourish our souls. St. Th eophan the Recluse writes, “It is 
true that the Lord is merciful to the innocent; but there is a tie 
which we cannot understand between the souls of the parents 
and the soul of the child, and we cannot defi ne the extent of the 
infl uence of the former on the latter.” To properly prepare your 
soul to nourish your child: 
• Partake of the sacraments. Th ey connect you with Christ, 

cleansing and strengthening you. Take time to properly pre-
pare and participate in the Sacrament of Repentance. Regu-
larly receive Holy Communion, and, when possible, partici-
pate in the Sacrament of Holy Unction.

• Th ere will be times during your pregnancy when following 
the prescribed fast may not be appropriate. Each woman’s 
body has diff erent needs. Consult with your doctor and par-
ish priest/spiritual father for appropriate guidelines for you. 

DELIVERY AND GOING HOME
Your pregnancy prepares you to expect the unexpected and 

to pause in wonderment of the miracle growing in you. It teaches 
you to surrender control and humbles you. Th e same can be true 
for your actual delivery, only magnifi ed. During my pregnancy I 
felt I needed to be fully prepared for the delivery and every pos-
sible scenario. I read everything I could, asked every question I 
could. But when it came time for labor, nothing—nothing—
could have prepared me for the day that was ahead of me. But 

at the end of it all, my husband and I had a beautiful, healthy 
baby boy—a miracle entrusted to us by God’s abundant grace 
and mercy. As few days later, when we brought our bundle home, 
we stood in our house feeling totally blessed and completely 
overwhelmed. A year later, every day is a blessing and brings new 
challenges that help remind us how dependent we are on God 
in our marriage, our parenting, and our lives. We need to sur-
render our lives to Him and run to Him as Heavenly Father for 
strength and guidance so that He may help us to grow as His 
children.

In God is my salvation and my glory; the rock of my 
strength, and my refuge, is in God. Trust in Him at all 
times, you people; pour out your heart before Him; God 
is a refuge for us. (Psalm 62:7–8)

Melissa Tsongranis is Associate Director of the Center for Fam-
ily Care. Her background and education is in Early Childhood 
Special Education and Family Education from California State 
University, Sacramento. She and her husband, George, have one 
son, Nomikos, who turned one in July.

PACKING THE BAG FOR THE HOSPITAL

Th ere are many lists that tell you what to pack in your 
hospital bag. Th ey’re usually pretty comprehensive—but 
here are things you should add as an Orthodox Christian:
Icon: Bring an icon that is special to you or one that you 
get specifi cally for the birth. Prior to our son’s birth, a 
friend gave us a small icon of Christ's Nativity with the in-
structions to take it with us to the hospital for the big day.
Prayers: Talk to your parish priest/spiritual father for 
suggestions, such as prayers in times of need and prayers 
of thanksgiving. Always look to the book of Psalms for 
hymns of intercession and thanksgiving.
Church Music: Bring a CD or load your MP3 player 
with beautiful music from the services of our Church. Per-
sonally, Paraklesis by Eikona helped me greatly through 
my labor.
Prayer Rope: If you are not already familiar with how 
to use one in practicing the Jesus Prayer, speak with your 
spiritual father for guidance.
Christian Charm: If you have a small cross, icon but-
ton, or a phylacto, bring it to attach to the baby's bassinet 
with a small safety pin.
Phone Number of Your Parish Priest: Make sure 
you parish priest knows the due date of your baby. After 
the birth, your husband should contact him by phone to 
arrange a hospital visit so the priest can read the prayers 
after the birth of a baby. Ask him to come to your home 
on the eighth day for the naming of the baby.
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During a discussion at a recent parish council 
meeting, I started to think: Who is going to take 
over the reins when we are gone? How do we get 
our next generation interested in volunteering to 

continue the parish council work of the Church?
As the advisor to our Orthodox Christian Fellowship 

(OCF) college program, it occurred to me that we needed 
to get the OCF members motivated to become parish coun-
cil members. I came up with the idea 
of starting a leadership and mentor-
ship program with the parish council. 
My parish priest thought the idea was 
great, so he asked me to present it to 
the council. Th ey were unanimously in 
favor of it.

Th is brings younger members to the 
council and, at the same time, fosters 
interest in the day-to-day operations of 
the parish community. It also provides 
a voice for the younger generation and 
brings commitment to volunteerism. 
Th e goals of the program are to fos-
ter young adults into becoming well-
rounded members of a parish council 
and to tap into a source of pride and 
confi dence for the individuals, inspir-
ing them to become mentors and lead-
ers themselves.

Th is is how it works. A candidate 
for mentorship is chosen by the par-
ish council member (who volunteers to 
be the mentor). Th e council and priest 
then approve the mentee for the posi-
tion. Once the candidate has agreed 
to participate, he or she is required to 
attend all parish council meetings as a 
nonvoting member. Th e candidate also 
participates in evangelism and out-
reach programs, such as our “Brown Bag” ministry,” through 
which we collect and distribute food to local food pantries and 
shelters. Th e mentees also report to the parish council on all 
outreach activities that they participate in. Each year, a new 
candidate can be mentored in this fashion, raising a new gen-
eration of engaged Church leaders.

For our program I chose to act as a mentor to our OCF Chair-
person, Christopher Resmini. Christopher has always been inter-
ested in becoming a parish council member. He is a natural leader, 
which I discovered while working with him and the OCF group. 
During the Th anksgiving season, Christopher coordinated with 
the sheriff ’s department to feed the families of fi ft een war veterans 
by providing and delivering complete Th anksgiving dinners. Aft er 
one year in the leadership and mentoring program, Christopher 

has been elected to the parish council.
Here is what Christopher had to say 

about his experience:

“As the fi rst person to take part in the 
Parish Council Leadership and Mentor-
ing Program, I must express my satisfac-
tion with how well it went. When I was 
approached with the idea, I was imme-
diately on board. Th e whole program 
seemed exciting and I couldn’t wait to 
start. I had always wanted to get more 
involved with the parish community, but 
I was unsure how to go about doing so. 
Having a member of the parish council 
to guide and introduce me to the unseen, 
yet important, parts of the community 
was very helpful. I was very impressed 
with the entire process. Th e most impor-
tant thing I took away from this whole 
experience has to be the close connection 
I now have with the entire church com-
munity...Th is is a great way to bridge the 
generation gap in the community.”

Th is experience has been one of the 
most fulfi lling things I have done, not 
only personally but also spiritually. I 
would like to see every parish council in 
the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese imple-
ment this program.

Christos Kourlos is a member of the parish council at St. 
Demetrios greek Orthodox Church in Weston, MA. He is an 
alumnus of Hellenic College. For more information, or for assis-
tance with starting your own leadership and mentoring program, 
he can be contacted at kourkat@comcast.net

BRIDGING     t h e      GAP
Mentoring Future Parish Leaders         Christos S. Kourlos
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Dear reaDer,

recovering our
Byzantine heritage

In the last decade or so there has been a general resur-
gence in interest in Byzantine history. Much of that interest 
has centered on icons because of important exhibitions at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York; the “Treasures 
of Mt. Athos” exhibition in Thessaloniki; the “Holy Image, 
Holy Ground” exhibition of icons from St. Catherine’s of Si-
nai Monastery at the Getty Museum in Los Angeles; and the 
Tretyakov Gallery’s “Treasures from Moscow” exhibition at 
the Museum of Russian Icons in Clinton, MA. These exhibi-
tions have all drawn very large crowds and have led many of 
us to learn more.

Another reason for resurgence may be due to our growing 
national interest in Islam. Greeks and Greek Americans, of 
course, have grown up hearing about the fall of Byzantium, 
the Turkokratia and life under Ottoman rule, and the strug-
gle for independence. But as we in the West live alongside 
more Muslim neighbors and as we strive to learn more about 
Islam and Islamic history, we naturally encounter aspects of 
the Byzantine experience, which was very different from that 
of Western Europe.

But Byzantine history is more than icons and Islam. The 
Byzantine Empire was for a millennium a political, economic 
and military force that, at its peak, stretched across Europe 
to North Africa to the Middle East. It was a cultural center, 
creating new forms of architecture, music and poetry. It was 
a philanthropic empire, developing forms of social care, such 
as the hospital and the orphanage, in forms that we would 
recognize today. It was the center of Christianity and the 
center of Orthodoxy.

So why don’t we pay much attention to this part of our 
history? To a certain extent, Byzantine history is hard to 
manage. One thousand years of history is massive. Many 
Byzantine history texts are large books, often in multiple vol-
umes, which can be daunting to the non-scholar. It seems 

to require specialized knowledge to grasp, as if a whole new 
language needed to be learned. Keeping various dynasties 
with unfamiliar names straight—from the Macedonians to 
the Komnenoi to the Paleologoi—can be intimidating.

The study of history reminds us of our humanity, and that 
the challenges of technological, political and economic revo-
lutions are often not as unique as we think. Learning from 
the Byzantines’ experiences can help us deal with our present 
experiences.

Leaving out—or even worse, forgetting—our Byzantine 
roots, limits our understanding of ourselves, as if somehow 
Orthodoxy jumped from the iconoclastic controversy of the 
eighth century to the establishment of my local parish. Short-
circuiting our understanding of our history short-circuits our 
appreciation of the life of the Church and the many forces 
that have shaped it over time. It narrows our experience of 
the Church to the here and now, rather than connecting us to 
our history and reminding us that we have a rich inheritance 
to embrace and hand forward to the next generation.

Our hope with this issue of PRAXIS has been to whet 
your appetite for the many resources about our Byzantine 
heritage so that, in addition to enriching your personal un-
derstanding of it, you can also incorporate it into your reli-
gious education programs.

Anton C. Vrame, PhD
Director
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