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And they took [Paul] and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, “May we know what this new 
doctrine is of which you speak? For you are bringing some strange things to our ears. Therefore 
we want to know what these things mean.” For all the Athenians and the foreigners who were 
there spent their time in nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing. Then Paul 
stood in the midst of the Areopagus and said, “Men of Athens, I perceive that in all things you 
are very religious; for as I was passing through and considering the objects of your worship, I 
even found an altar with this inscription: “To the Unknown God.” Therefore, the One whom you 
worship without knowing, Him I proclaim to you: “God, who made the world and everything 
in it, since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with hands. Nor 
is He worshiped with men’s hands, as though He needed anything, since He gives to all life, 
breath, and all things. And He has made from one blood every nation of men to dwell on all the 
face of the earth, and has determined their preappointed times and the boundaries of their 
dwellings, so that they should seek the Lord, in the hope that they might grope for Him and 
find Him, though He is not far from each one of us.”… [S]ome men joined him and believed, 
among them Dionysius the Areopagite, a woman named Damaris, and others with them.

(Detail of a large icon mural by Maria Sigala and Nikolaos Spanopoulos at the church of St. Paul in Irvine, CA)

S T.  P A U L  P R E A C H E S  A T  T H E  A R E O P A G U S  ( A C T S  1 7 : 1 9 – 3 4 )



When the day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all with one 
accord in one place....And they were fi lled with the Holy Spirit and 

began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.
– Acts of the Apostles 2:1–4

Let all the nations be gathered together, and let the people be 
assembled. Who among them can declare this, and show us 

former things? Let them bring out their witnesses, that they may 
be justifi ed; Let them hear and say, “It is truth.” “You are my 

witnesses,” says the Lord, “And my servant whom I have chosen, 
that you may know and believe me, and understand that I am He. 

Before me there was no God formed, nor shall there be aft er me. 
I, even I, am the Lord, and besides me there is no savior. I have 

declared and saved, I have proclaimed, and there was no foreign 
god among you; Th erefore you are my witnesses,” says the Lord, 

“that I am God.”
– Vespers of the First Sunday aft er Pentecost (Isaiah 43:9–14)

And Jesus, walking by the Sea of Galilee, saw two brothers, Simon 
called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea; 

for they were fi shermen. Th en He said to them, “Follow me, and I 
will make you fi shers of men.” Th ey immediately left  their nets and 

followed Him.
– Matthew 4:18–20

If, my brethren, it were possible for me to climb up into the sky, to 
be able to shout with a great voice, to preach to the entire world 
that only our Christ is the Son and Word of God, true God and 

the life of all, I would have done it. But because I can’t do such 
a big thing, I do this small thing: I walk from place to place and 

teach my brethren as I can, not as a teacher but as a brother.
– St. Kosmas Aitolos, First Teaching (N. Michael Vaporis, trans.)

Th e Gospel is addressed to all peoples, and therefore the work of 
the Church remains incomplete as long as it is restricted to certain 

geographical areas or social classes. Its fi eld of action is universal 
and is active in both sectors that welcome the good tidings and 

those which at fi rst may reject them. Mission was not the duty of 
only the fi rst generation of Christians. It is the duty of Christians 
for all ages…Everyone should contribute to and participate in it, 

whether it be directly or indirectly. It is an essential expression of 
the Orthodox ethos.

– Archbishop Anastasios Yannoulatos of Albania, 
fr om “Th eology: Mission and Pastoral Care” (1976)
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† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America
† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America

Beloved Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

Following a very successful and timely conference at Hellenic College – Holy Cross School of Th eology on the topic 
of “Speaking to Secular America,” this issue of PRAXIS is dedicated to off ering the engaging presentations from this event. 
Sponsored by the Missions Institute of Orthodox Christianity, the conference brought together clergy and lay leaders to address 
a very challenging and critical issue as we continue the work of ministry and sharing of the Gospel in the name of Christ.

As you will read in the pages that follow, the sharing of the Gospel and its relevance in our contemporary world has many 
facets that need attention, discussion and prayerful commitment to the will and power of God. Th e fi rst of these are the needs 
we see all around us. Certainly, we are called to respond to physical and spiritual needs of those in want or suff ering. But in a 
very secular world, we also fi nd many who are searching for meaning and purpose. Th ey are challenged and confl icted by many 
ideologies that lead them to fruitless searches or consume their minds and hearts with superfi cial and temporary fulfi llment.

A second aspect of “Speaking to Secular America” is communicating the relevance of the Gospel. As affi  rmed in many of 
the presentations, this is an important and intensive work that requires constant discussion and action. We must engage with 
the critical issues of the day, with trends and movements, and with major events so that the message of the Gospel is not only 
heard but also applied in relevant and meaningful ways.

Th is vital ministry should also be carried out in a spirit of truth and grace. Hearts and minds will not be engaged and 
transformed through defensive actions motivated by anger and fear. As we are called to believe and share in the power of God’s 
grace, we must also have faith in the power of this grace through us to guide others to the truth of the Gospel.

Our love should also be accompanied by an awareness of the challenges of speaking to secular America. Th is is not an 
easy task. More conferences and dialogues on this topic are needed, along with the strength that we fi nd in Christ and in the 
worship and fellowship of our communities. We must look to the example of our Lord, who faced rejection and indiff erence 
but continued to off er healing, truth and life.

Finally, as represented by the topics in this edition of PRAXIS, we should be encouraged to do what St. Paul says to the 
Ephesians, to look for every opportunity to “speak the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15) to those around us. Our unity in Christ 
and in this work will reveal the power and relevance of the Gospel. Our off ering of grace and life will bring healing and hope 
to many. Th e testimony and power of our transformed lives will challenge others to look beyond temporary, meaningless fads 
and temptations in order to fi nd purpose and life in Christ.

As religious educators you have a vital role in leading and preparing others to speak to secular America. You are consistently 
engaged in teaching our Orthodox Faith and guiding others in discussions of relating our Faith to life in our contemporary 
world. You also teach by example. As you equip yourselves to teach, you are strengthening your faith, your resources and your 
relationship with God so that you can show others how to share the Gospel through their lives to all around them. 

I invite you to read prayerfully the pages that follow and to consider the guidance that is off ered in speaking truth in love 
so that others will fi nd abundant and eternal life in Christ. 

With paternal love in Him,

† DEMETRIOS
Archbishop of America
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When the Day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all with one accord in one place. And suddenly there came a 
sound fr om heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it fi lled the whole house where they were sitting. Th en there 
appeared to them divided tongues, as of fi re, and one sat upon each of them. And they were all fi lled with the Holy 
Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.

– Acts 2:1–4

Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 Th is pericope from the Acts of the Apostles, read on the feast of Pentecost, has a deep resonance for this special issue of 
PRAXIS, “Speaking to Secular America.” Th e many languages spoken and universally understood by those who received the 
Holy Spirit at Pentecost, in essence, reversed humanity’s chaos and confusion founded at the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9), 
ultimately replacing it with the unity that comes from a life in Christ. Th is unity, based in Christ’s love, speaks all languages.
 Although Western Christendom saw Hebrew, Latin and Greek as the only worthy languages in which to praise God, our 
Byzantine forebears saw all tongues equal in the sight of the Lord, in eff ect proclaiming all peoples worthy of receiving the 
Gospel.
 Th is was especially true of Sts. Cyril and Methodios, the Apostles to the Slavic peoples. For Cyril and Methodios, the 
good news of Christ’s death and resurrection could be expressed in the language of the Slavs, and as the great historian Dimitri 
Obolensky noted, “It is through man’s most intimate possession, his mother tongue, that [God] can come into the closest 
contact with the human soul.” With this certainty, the saints developed the Cyrillic alphabet, and, through the translation of the 
scriptures, liturgical services and other books, transformed an entire civilization.
 Ultimately, language both refl ects a particular culture and forms it. Th e response of the Church, from the days of Paul’s 
sermon to the Athenians at Areopagus, is to understand the culture, refl ect upon it and learn how to proclaim Christ to it. Th is 
is no small task and one that the Church urgently needs to engage in today. I think you will fi nd that the papers within this 
magazine presented at the Orthodox Christian Mission Institute’s 2015 conference, “Speaking to Secular America,” as aptly 
doing so. 
 I pray that the fervor of the saints in their proclamation of Christ to the world inspires us to take on Christ’s Great 
Commission to “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” in our secular society, which so desperately needs Him.

With paternal blessings in the Lord,

† METHODIOS
Metropolitan of Boston

† METHODIOS
Metropolitan of Boston
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Welcome
and Introduction

Presented by the Missions Institute of Orthodox Christianity

Hellenic College – Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology

Brookline, Massachusetts

REV. FR. LUKE A. VERONIS

Several weeks ago I attended a celebration of Boston 
University’s 2015 School of Th eology Distinguished 
Alumni, of which my father, Fr. Alexander Veronis, was 

one of the recipients. During this celebration, each of the four 
honorees was asked to refl ect on the question, “What will be 
the greatest challenges facing the Church over the next decade?” 
Th ere were many interesting answers, including challenges of 
mass incarceration, poverty, racism, and sexual exploitation.

What was interestingly missing, however, was what I 
thought will be the greatest challenge for all churches in the up-
coming decades: the departure of people from any faith com-
munity and the increasing rise of the non-religious and secular 
people, the so-called “Nones” and “Dones.” Whether they are 
agnostic, atheist, or simply people who don’t want any label 
to use for their religious identity, they are increasing while the 
prominent role that religious communities played in our society 
at one time seems to be decreasing.

THE MISSIONS INSTITUTE OF ORTHODOX CHRISTIANITY, which is the 
sponsor of the conference “Speaking to Secular America,” was founded 
in 2010 at Hellenic College – Holy Cross by the Endowment Fund for 
Orthodox Mission (EFOM), a charity from the Annunciation Church in 
Lancaster, PA. Since 1986, EFOM has sponsored an annual Missions 
Lecture, bringing in such noted speakers as Archbishop Anastasios 
Yannoulatos of Albania, Metropolitan Soterios (Trembas) of Korea, 
Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, Fr. Peter Gillquist, Fr. Themi Adamopoulo of 
Sierra Leone, Fr. Andres Giron of Guatemala, Bishop Elias Toume of Syria 
and Fr. Martin Ritsi of  OCMC, among many others. The central goal of 
EFOM, however, was to establish a permanent presence on the HCHC 
campus that promotes the spirit of missions and evangelism. The Missions 
Institute’s central goal is to promote a vibrant mission consciousness, 
especially within our Orthodox Christian theological schools in the USA 
with a primary focus of cultivating an understanding of international 
cross-cultural missionary work. The Institute also strives to encourage 
a vibrant understanding of evangelism in our local context. For more 
information visit www.MissionsInstitute.org

SPEAKING TO SECULAR AMERICA
How the Church Is Reaching Out to the Non-Religious in Our Society

October 28–30, 2015
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How will our Church respond to this great challenge? How 
will we address the issue of an increasing number of people who 
are leaving our Churches?

This year, the Missions Institute chose to divert from our 
usual focus on cross-cultural missions, and instead address the 
relevant domestic theme of secularism, looking at the drastic im-
pact it is having on our churches today. I recently heard a disturb-
ing yet challenging talk by Dr. Anton Vrame, “Does the Future 
Have a Church?” which offered an overview of the most recent 
Pew Center research on “The Rise of the Nones.” The changing 
religious demographics in our country can be quite depressing.

Yet as the Church of Christ, we never lose hope.  
Archbishop Anastasios of Albania said it well when he was 
speaking to the European Council of Churches in Strasbourg, 
France, some years ago. He was addressing the Western 
European Churches that face similar challenges of secularism, 
and he encouraged them with these words: “We should never 
fear to be a minority in society. The days of the great Christian 
empires are over, and now we are becoming once again a minor-
ity like the Apostolic Church. We shouldn’t fear being a minor-
ity, as long as we are a minority inspired by God, filled with His 
Holy Spirit. A Spirit-filled minority can change the world.”

Can we be a Spirit-filled Church proclaiming Good News 
that is relevant, meaningful and life-giving? Can we offer a mes-
sage that offers new life to all who accept it? We have a special 
offering that no one else can give!

As Archbishop Anastasios went on to say, “The unparal-
leled contribution of the Church is the giving of meaning to life, 
the transcendence of death. No science, no computer, no tech-
nology in general can ever have something to say on this sub-
ject…I believe that what the Church has to offer is the elevation 
of humanity, through purification, from the multifaceted nature 
of sin to something more refined, more genuine. The goal is to 
advance to another level, to what we call illumination, to deifica-
tion by grace, which is our ultimate yearning. It is participation 
in God, who is love. It is a never ending movement of limited 
humanity to the unlimited divine.”

We as the Church, however, need to make a serious self- 
reflection and ask ourselves if we are truly presenting such a gos-
pel. Are we living and proclaiming the Good News in a way that 
the world around us can see and understand? 
• Are our churches loving and welcoming communities in an 

age of isolated individualism?
• Are our churches places of inspired and vibrant worship 

where people can authentically encounter the Divine and en-
ter into His life-giving presence?

• Are our churches offering substantial and inspiring education 
that leads to transformed lives?

• Do we represent people of extreme humility who are ready to 
serve one another in unconditional love, to wash the feet of 
the most marginalized and forgotten of society, and to sacri-
ficially offer God’s presence of mercy and compassion in the 
most concrete and practical ways?

• Do we as church families remember that we are called to be 
“light,” “salt” and “yeast” to the world around us, consciously 
going out into the world and not passively waiting for others 
to come to us? 

• Too often we have 
stayed in our ghet-
tos—whether eth-
nic enclaves or spir-
itual ghettos—our 
safe little bubbles 
that separate us 
from the rest of the 
world. We betray 
Christ’s calling to 
become apostles 
(those who are 
“sent out”), am-
bassadors and ul-
timately martyrs. 
Christ challenged 
His followers to 
boldly proclaim 
first with our lives 
and then with our words the Good News of salvation, the 
Gospel of divine love, the unconquerable message of God’s 
mercy, grace and goodness.

If we act as such communities of faith—no matter how 
small we may become—we will have an impact in the world 
around us. The growing number of non-religious and secular 
people will not only notice such communities, but will even join 
us in our fellowships of love.

Rev. Fr. Luke A. Veronis serves as the Director of the Missions 
Institute of Orthodox Christianity. He is an adjunct in-
structor at Hellenic College – Holy Cross and pastors Sts. 
Constantine and Helen Greek Orthodox Church in Webster, 
MA. His published books include Go Forth: Stories of 
Missions and Resurrection in Albania (Conciliar Press, 2010). 

The Great Commission  
(Matthew 28:16–20)
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Esteemed Scholars, Reverend Clergy, 
Dear Friends:

We fi nd ourselves today in an unusual situation. We are in a holy 
place—our beloved Th eological School—and we have come to-
gether with a spiritual agenda, which includes the installation of 
Fr. Christopher Metropoulos as the new President of Hellenic 
College and Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Th eology. 
Yet while our bodies stand on sacred soil and our hearts beat with 
a holy purpose, our minds are turned toward things of the world 
in the most literal sense, as we discuss secularism.

For this is what the original Latin word saeculum, denotes 
in addition to a duration of time, namely it denotes this world, 
this present age, the immanent, material realm of this lifetime, as 
distinct from the eternal realm of the sacred and the spiritual. In 
contemplating the task of speaking to secular America, we con-
cern ourselves precisely with “every earthen care,” with pasan bio-
tiken merimnan, with “every earthly care.” At the present hour, 
we do not lay these concerns aside. For the phenomenon of secu-
larism and secularization in our society touches every aspect of 
our being as Christians, body, soul and spirit, and our homes, our 
families, our parishes, our neighborhoods and cities. 

It is a matter of utmost importance, and all the more so, 
because it is oft en only partially understood. Secularism may be 
a topic of many sermons in our parishes in America, yet for all 
this preaching, we fi nd the encroachment of secularism in our 
communities to be a continual source of stress. We can measure 
that encroachment in terms of attendance and stewardship and 
parish demographics. It is no coincidence that we address this 
topic even as we install a new president for our seminary: one 
of the chief tasks of our Schole should be to prepare priests and 
bishops to function intelligently and eff ectively in a climate of 
secularism. 

We would do well to begin our discussion by casting our 
eyes back on the history of the Church and its struggles in 
the world. In the early centuries, the Church contended with 
the paganism of Old Rome over the question of whether the 
Godhead was one or many. In later centuries, the Church con-
tended with the other great monotheistic religions as to wheth-
er the one God was revealed most fully through Jesus Christ, or 
through Mohammed or Zoroaster or the Talmud. Aft er that, 
the Church struggled mightily within herself to defi ne the 

BEYOND SECULARISM
KEYNOTE ADDRESS OF HIS EMINENCE ARCHBISHOP DEMETRIOS OF AMERICA



PRAXIS w Fall/Winter 2016 page 9

SPEAKING TO SECULAR AMERICA

proper expression of that one faith in the one God as revealed 
in the one person of Jesus Christ. 

But today, in the America of 2015, we face an entirely 
different challenge. Today, the Church contends with leading 
voices in our society as to whether there is any God of any de-
scription; whether Jesus Christ ever even existed as described 
in the Gospels: and whether there is any place in our society 
for any religion or faith at all…aside from a trust in science and 
psychology, technology and statistics. Make no mistake: this is 
a very different challenge from the ones our Church has met 
in the past. It is a challenge that will demand new approaches, 
new strategies, and new voices from within our midst.

It would nonetheless be incorrect to say that this is a chal-
lenge that has not been anticipated. In His earthly ministry, the 
Lord Jesus Christ spoke of the time of His return to this world, 
and He asked in Luke 18:8, “Nevertheless, when the Son of 
Man comes, will He find faith on earth?” With this saying, 
the Lord looks beyond secularism, beyond the marginaliza-
tion of theology, beyond even the persecution of religion, He 
looks, even hypothetically, toward a situation of a total eclipse 
of faith in the world of humankind. As we frame our discussion 
of “Speaking to Secular America,” we must therefore keep this 
eschatological frame of reference always in mind. We must be 
ready for that time of the likelihood of total eclipse of faith, 
knowing that it is a sign strictly related to the end of this age. 

And now, let us proceed with some specifics on the topic 
of secularism, presented in four brief parts.

1. SECULARISM AND SECULARIZATION:  
BASIC DEFINITIONS AND CONCEPTS

First, as we begin our consideration of secularism and secular-
ization, we should be careful to use these terms precisely and 
consistently. They are not interchangeable, and often people 
speak of the one when they mean the other.

The word secularism was first coined in 1851 by George 
Jacob Holyoake, a British rationalist and socialist. By secular-
ism, he meant “a form of opinion which concerns itself only with 
questions, the issues of which can be tested by the experience of 
this life” (English Secularism: A Confession of Belief, page 60).

This initial sense of secularism is one that most Americans 
embrace when they speak of secularism in terms of “the separa-
tion of church and state.” It is the idea that society should not be 
based on any theology or ideology, but rather that the social order 
should be predicated in terms that are non-dogmatic, non-reli-
gious, rooted in universal experience, and independent of belief 

or unbelief. In this sense, secularism entails a society that is plu-
ralistic, tolerant and open for citizens of every creed or no creed. 

Secularism, however, has split into factions, and so we find 
nowadays that there is a “hard” and a “soft” secularism, to borrow 
the terminology of Barry Kosmin. Soft secularism takes a rela-
tivistic view of truth and meaning, and so allows for almost all 
types of faith or non-faith. Hard secularism on the other hand is 
characterized by an absolute certainty that theistic faith, i.e., faith 
in any God, is wrong and even dangerous, and so must be ex-
cluded from public life. Soft secularism encourages all people to 
speak from within their own paradigm of belief. Hard secularism 
treats theology as a thought-crime, and insists that all matters be 
discussed only in the vocabulary of agnostic materialism. In such 
a case, this world, and this world only, provides the sole paradigm 
for public policy and discourse. 

Along with secularism in its various types, we also have 
the word secularization. Secularization is a process of transfor-
mation, one in which the basis of a society’s values and institu-
tions changes from religious to non-religious. Secularization in-
volves a thoroughgoing change of identity and self-definition; 
it is more than a mere change of wording in a constitution or a 
law code. Whereas secularism is a static condition, seculariza-
tion implies a continuing evolution from a divine orientation 
to a purely earthbound view of life and meaning.

2. SECULARISM IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

As a word, we mentioned earlier, secularism is less than 200 
years old. As a concept, however, it goes back to ancient times. 
The Latin root word saeculum corresponds to the Hebrew 
word ‘olam and the Greek word aión, from which we derive 
the English word “aeon.” In all three cases, the words have an 
equivocal meaning of “world” and/or a period of one hundred 
years, or a long span of time, or an age. All three words—saecu-
lum, ‘olam, and aión—express the ancient conception of the 
world existing as evolving distinct systems of order through a 
progression of times and eras. 

For the Jewish people, the world in the time before the 
reign of the Messiah is ha-‘olam ha-zeh, “this world, this age.” 
This expression was taken over into the Greek of the New 
Testament as o aión outos or o kosmos outos, “this world,” as well 
as o nun aión and o enestos aión. For the Jewish people, the time 
after Messiah comes to reign is ha-‘olam ha-ba, “the coming 
world, the age to come.” And again, we find this rendered in 
New Testament Greek as o mellon aión, o aión ekeinos, and o 
aión o erchómenos.
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The plain words aion and kosmos used in the New 
Testament are in and of themselves neutral in their connota-
tion, and can be used even with a positive sense, as in John 3:16: 
“For God so loved the world…” In the constructions denoting 
the present age, however, there is a strongly negative connota-
tion for “this world” or “this age.” The basic passage illustrating 
this negative usage is 1 John 2:15–17:

Do not love the world or the things in the 

world. If anyone loves the world, love for the 

Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, 

the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes 

and the pride of life, is not of the Father but is 

of the world. And the world passes away, and 

the lust of it; but he who does the will of God 

abides forever.

In this passage, the “world” is not the planet Earth or the natu-
ral universe, but rather the entire system of structures, values, 
attitudes and institutions that exist apart from the realm of 
God. The “world” here is an illegitimate kingdom ruled by a 
counterfeit evil god.

This we see throughout the writings of the New Testament. 
In the Gospel of John, for instance (12:31, 16:11), the Lord 
speaks of Satan as “the ruler of this world,” o archon tou kosmou 
toutou. St. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 4:4 that Satan is “the god 
of this world,” o theos tou aionos toutou. 

Again, in Romans 12:2, Paul commands, “Be not con-
formed to this world [to aioni touto].” In 1 Corinthians 2:6–8, 
Paul says that he speaks in the wisdom that is not of this age, 
which the rulers of this age, tou aionos toutou, did not under-
stand, else they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. 

In the First Epistle of St. John (5:4; 5:19), we learn that 
“our faith is the victory that has overcome the world” (e nike 
e nikisasa ton kosmon); and that “the whole world lies in the 
power of the Evil One” (o kosmos olos en to ponero keitai). 

This is the view of secularism in the New Testament: 
secularism is worldliness, or more precisely, this-worldliness. 
Secularism is not a mode of existence independent of spiri-
tual commitments or agendas. Secularism constitutes an al-
legiance—witting or unwitting, willing or unwilling—to the 
invisible rulers of this present age of the world, those powers of 
darkness under the leadership of Satan. This is the clear teach-
ing of St. Paul in Ephesians 2:1–2: 

As for you, you were dead in your transgres-

sions and sins, in which you used to live when 

you followed the ways of this world and of the 

ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is 

now at work in those who are disobedient.

This is the clearest possible expression of the essence of hard sec-
ularism from the understanding of the Lord and His Apostles.

3. THE TRAJECTORY OF SECULARISM IN HISTORY

Secularism, therefore, in essence, is not merely a theoretical 
outlook of detachment from metaphysical concerns, nor an at-
titude of maximum objectivity and neutrality. Secularism is a 
spiritually deficient, conscious or unconscious attachment to 
hidden forces that guide the thoughts and actions of human 
beings. Secularism, in its fully blown form, is an enslavement of 
the mind and the will to only the visible reality, leading to exis-
tential derailment and to spiritual truncation and degradation. 

Is this not the condition of the secular world around us? 
We look at the Western world in which we live and we watch it 
being torn apart by class divisions, racism, gender conflicts, the 
politics of identity and the polarization of every issue in govern-
ment. We see an increase in slave trafficking, drug abuse, violence 
and warmongering. Faith in general, and organized religion in 
particular, have become the scapegoats for the social ills brought 
on precisely by the lack of a healthy and creative fear of God.

This comes to us, though, not as a surprise. Our Lord left 
us with a teaching that clearly should expect precisely these 
negative things to increase in the course of history, culminat-
ing in the times of the end. We find this instruction especially 
in the Olivet Discourse preserved by the Gospel of Matthew 
(24:3–14):

As he sat on the Mount of Olives, the dis-

ciples came to him privately, saying, “Tell us…

what will be the sign of your coming and of the 

close of the age?” And Jesus answered them, 

“Take heed that no one leads you astray. For 

many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am the 

Christ,’ and they will lead many astray. And you 

will hear of wars and rumors of wars; see that 

you are not alarmed; for this must take place, 

but the end is not yet. For nation will rise 

against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, 

and there will be famines and earthquakes in 

various places: all this is but the beginning of 

the birth-pangs. Then they will deliver you up 

to tribulation, and put you to death; and you 

will be hated by all nations for my name’s sake. 

And then many will fall away, and betray one 

another, and hate one another. And many false 

prophets will arise and lead many astray. And 

because wickedness is multiplied, most peo-

ple’s love will grow cold. But he who endures 

to the end will be saved.”
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It is a clear process of deterioration throughout the world that 
is being foretold here, a disintegration that Christians have wit-
nessed happening around them to some degree in many places 
in various times. What we glean from this passage today is that 
the disappearance of basic human values will surpass even the 
atrocities of our present day, as wickedness multiplies and the 
love of many will grow cold. Th is is something that goes be-
yond even the limits of hard secularism into a condition of ei-
ther militant atheism or the outright worship and subjugation 
to evil as the supreme power of this world. 

For this eventuality, we as Christians are ready, for we 
have been warned. As we consider our response to secularism 
and secularization in society, we keep always near the forefront 
of our minds these teachings of Christ about the ultimate con-
dition that likely awaits this world and this age. 

4. ENCOUNTERING SECULARISM 
AND SECULARIZATION

Let us consider briefl y, then, the strategies that 
are available to us as we encounter the rising tide 
of secularism. In this conference, of course, you 
will present and consider many specifi c propos-
als for addressing secularization as it aff ects our 
children and our families, our outreach to the unchurched, our 
interactions with fi elds of science and technology, and the ethical 
dimensions of our lives as citizens of a secular society and world. 

Th ere is a profound paradox at the heart of secularism. In 
the name of promoting individual freedom and worth, and a 
liberation from religion, secularism tends to obscure individu-
ality. In the name of reversing religious pressures toward confor-
mity—moral, intellectual and aesthetic conformity—secular-
ism imposes an economic conformity that reduces the person 
to a mere consumer or a unit of labor. Why is this so? Because 
when all transcendent religious values and metaphysical ideals 
are excluded from the national conversation, the single remain-
ing common denominator is money. And thus money becomes 
the measure of all things, including the human person himself.

Concomitantly, what we see so clearly in our culture at the 
present time is a movement toward standardization in every fac-
et of life. But it is standardization by means of the lowest possible 
standards. Secularism drives out the mention of God and the act 
of worship from everything. Secularism drives out faith from our 
schools and universities, and replaces it with a vacuum that leaves 
students without a sense of ultimate purpose and meaning.

In his 1985 classic of social analysis, Habits of the Heart, 
Robert Bellah noted that individualism lies at the very core 

of American culture. But he wrote of the individualism of 
America’s past, a healthy respect for the uniqueness and rights 
of each person for self-determination. It is this American indi-
vidualism that is being lost today through secularism.

Th ere is, in religion generally, and in Orthodox Christianity 
in particular, a strong sense of the value of each person as unique. 
Th is is due to the invaluable, immeasurable image of God in 
which each human being has been formed. It is this presence of 
the divine image in us that renders us capable of love, that divine 
agape, which comes from God alone. In that agape, we rejoice in 
the specialness, the distinctive beauty, the unique glory of each 
individual. 

If the love of many is growing cold, it is because they chose 
no longer to see the imago Dei, the image of God, in themselves 
and in others. It is because they see human beings as fungible 
economic entities instead of as eternal spiritual beings. 

What we, as Orthodox Christians, can off er to our secu-
lar world is a return to the healthy individuality of our Faith: 
where every child of God is greeted by name at the chalice. As 
Metropolitan John Zizioulas of Pergamon wrote: 

Uniqueness is something absolute for the 

person. The person is so absolute in its unique-

ness that it does not permit itself to be regard-

ed as an arithmetical concept, to be set along-

side other beings, to be combined with other 

objects, or to be used as a means, even for the 

most sacred goals. The goal is the person it-

self. (Being as Communion, page 47) 

Tragically, the uniqueness of the human person as an image of 
God has no place in the anthropology of secularism.

As you continue this conference on “Speaking to Secular 
America,” think about the ways in which we can bring the med-
icine of sacred personhood to the sickness of our society that 
comes from secularism and its ongoing secularization. Th ink 
of the tremendous possibility given to us, to reveal the world 
of God, to off er a salvifi c liberation from the enslavement to 
the limited, stifl ing world of secularism. Th e door for action is 
open for us by God. And, as Jesus Christ says, “no one can close 
it” (Revelation 3:8).

His Eminence Archbishop Demetrios is Primate of the Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese of America.
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REV. FR. THEODORE DORRANCE

T hank you for the opportunity to be back at Holy Cross, a wonderful part of my life and 
Christian formation. I feel honored and privileged to be a part of the life of the school, a 
part of the inauguration of our new president, Fr. Chris Metropoulos, who I have known for 

many years, and a part of this esteemed group of speakers. As a simple parish priest, I stand before you 
humbled by this opportunity. I do not have a perfect parish, and I certainly am not a priest who has all 
the answers. Any thoughts I present are meant to be constructive and aimed at encouraging us all to 
more fully live out the missionary and evangelical theology of our Church. I hope that my thoughts 
may contribute to this important discussion of recognizing the United States as a mission field and 
facing the reality that we are in a post-Christian age and immersed in an increasingly secular society.

Creating  
a Church that 
Reaches Out  
and Welcomes  
the Non-religious
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Recently, the Pew Research Center came out with a new 
study—one of a comprehensive series—looking at the religious 
landscape of our country. To me, the most interesting infor-
mation coming from this study was that people are becom-
ing increasingly non-religious. The fastest growing segment of 
our population, religiously speaking, are those who no longer 
consider themselves to be affiliated with a religion. To put it 
bluntly, people are leaving the churches of their parents and 
grandparents. They are no longer associating themselves with 
any specific faith tradition. 

I’m not sure we need to be dependent upon national 
studies to realize that our nation is drifting away from God. 
I’m from Portland, Oregon, and we in the Northwest, and spe-
cifically in Portland have been living this reality for some time. 
Oregon has long been ranked as one of the most unchurched 
states in the country, and Portland, one of the most secular cit-
ies in America. Neopaganism is alive and well in Portland. Our 
state is a leader in driving values and laws that stand in the face 
of God’s commandments and the teaching of the Orthodox 
Christian Church. All of this secularism is certainly not unique 
to the Northwest. This cultural shift away from God is, increas-
ingly, a national phenomenon. For sure, there are some who 
are hostile to Christianity and to Christians, just look at the 
shooting in Roseburg, Oregon, where Christians were specifi-
cally targeted. But, there are still many who are non-religious 
yet not hostile toward Christianity. Many non-religious are still 
seeking truth. They are searching for an “authentic experience” 
of God. Many of those who have left “organized religion” are 
not atheists; they may be confused about what they believe, or 
they might even consider themselves still Christian but done 
with churches. In Portland, we often hear the statement: “I’m 
spiritual but not religious.” 

THE INOCULATION EFFECT 

It’s true that people are leaving churches at an unprecedented 
rate, but we, the Orthodox Christian Church here in America, 
need to see this as an opportunity! People are created in the 
image of God; therefore, they are by nature, worshipping crea-
tures. Their hearts, because they are created very good, are 
naturally inclined toward the truth. They may be currently un-
attached, with no church affiliation, but we need to remember 
this: most of them were never Orthodox! They have probably 
never experienced the fullness of truth or an authentic experi-
ence of heavenly worship. These people are a part of the great 
harvest of which our Lord speaks. They have gone to church, 
been a part of “organized religion” and have found it wanting. 

They have been spiritually inoculated, meaning they have had 
just enough of partial truth, just enough of a bad witness of 
Christianity or “organized religion” to reject it, which makes 
them ripe for the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church! 

In order for people to accept true, apostolic Christianity, 
they have to reject the half-baked pseudo Christianity that 
they’ve been exposed to. Similarly, if we are going to have 
churches that effectively reach out to this growing segment of 
our country’s population, we cannot offer them watered-down 
Orthodoxy. We have to make sure that our Church and our 
parishes are the best reflection and expression of the Apostolic 
truth, faith and life that has been passed down by every genera-
tion of Orthodox since the Apostles. 

PERSONAL BACKGROUND

Something from my personal background is of relative impor-
tance in this conversation: I was born into a Roman Catholic 
family and then dabbled in the Evangelical Protestant faith 
tradition during my early college years before I discovered the 
Orthodox Church. I can still remember vividly my astonish-
ment of being absolutely ignorant of the One, Holy, Catholic 
and Apostolic Christian Church for the first nineteen years of 
my life! The realization that it took me so long to discover the 
“best kept secret,” and that so many people just like me were 
looking for the Truth but can’t find it, has stayed with me and 
shaped my entire priestly ministry.

My first two parish assignments were large parishes: 
1,200 families served by three priests, and then 400 families 
on my own. With both parishes, I was so focused on the needs 
of my many parishioners that I felt like I was neglecting the 
thousands all around me who were just like me before I found 
the Orthodox Church. The burning question throughout my 
ministry was and still is, “How are we going to share this an-
cient and saving Faith of the Apostles with the non-Orthodox 
around us?”

It was this burning desire within me that motivated me to 
volunteer to start a new parish from scratch. It started as a strat-
egy of the metropolis, rather than as a break-off from an exist-
ing parish or a response to an existing group of people. The new 
parish started with six families. Unlike most start-up parish 
situations, I was assigned as the full-time priest right away. By 
the grace of God and the financial commitment and generosity 
of the founding families, the parish was never subsidized by any 
outside sources. From the very beginning until the present day, 
the entire operating budget of the parish has been sustained by 
the members’ commitment to stewardship. The parish has now 
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grown to nearly 150 families and supports one full-time priest, 
one part-time priest and a parish administrator, with a budget 
of almost half a million dollars based entirely on stewardship. 
The overwhelming percentage of growth has come from people 
either converting to the Orthodox Church with no previous 
connection to Orthodoxy or from people who had fallen away 
from Orthodoxy and came back.

Throughout my almost twenty-five years of ministry, I 
have never forgotten the sense within me that I had discovered 
the fullness of truth: the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic 
Church. One of the statements from my reading early on in 
my young adult search for truth that literally blew me away 
was that the Orthodox Church had an unbroken continuity of 
biblical interpretation, doctrinal belief, liturgical worship and 
succession of ordination from the present day all the way back 
to Christ and the Apostles. To me at the time, this was an in-
credible statement: either it was the most presumptuous state-
ment or it was true. For the next year, I studied Church history 
to either prove it wrong or verify it, and I am standing here 
right now as an Orthodox priest because I found it to be true. 
This Church, our Church, became known as the Orthodox 
Church for a reason. Orthodox means “right belief,” because 
everything Christ is, everything He did and all that He taught 
is contained in its entirety in the Orthodox Church, and the 
Holy Spirit keeps this truth whole and intact from generation 
to generation. 

AN EVANGELICAL MINDSET

Do we believe this, not as intellectual truth, but in the way 
we live, in how we act and go about expressing ourselves as a 
Church with humility, but also with a burning love for those 
drowning around us in the ocean of confusion, falsehood and 
partial truths while we sit within the “Ark of Salvation”?

Christ has revealed Himself to us as the Bridegroom. The 
whole story of salvation history is Christ the Bridegroom in 
pursuit of His beloved. His love for every human being He has 
created is so unquenchable and unfathomable that He com-
pletely emptied Himself and condescended to such a degree 
that He became a man. His entire life was an expression of self-
sacrificial love, culminating in His willing ascent on the cross. 
Through His horrible death upon the cross, Jesus Christ wed 
Himself to humanity and consummated this ultimate marriage 
between Himself and us. And when I say us, I don’t simply 
mean the Orthodox Christians; I mean every single human be-
ing from Adam to the last person conceived before the end. 
The Apostle Peter affirms this when he says that the Lord does 

not wish that “any should perish, but that all should reach re-
pentance” (2 Peter 3:9). This is the love of God for every single 
human being and the whole world. Our Lord said, “The harvest 
truly is great, but the laborers are few” (Luke 10:2). He com-
manded His disciples to pray for the harvest and for laborers to 
go out and reap that harvest. God wants our hearts to burn like 
His with the same love for those around us and throughout the 
world. This was true in the first century and it is still true today. 

One of the most important characteristics of the first-cen-
tury Church that needs to be renewed in the twenty-first cen-
tury is this burning love on the part of Orthodox Christians for 
those outside the Church. The Apostles and their successors, 
precisely because they had this burning love of Christ within 
them for nonbelievers, had a profound and lasting impact on 
the Roman Empire and beyond in just a couple of generations. 
The Apostle Paul, for example, stated that he was even will-
ing to forfeit his own salvation for the sake of his fellow Jews 
(Romans 9).

We too are called to grow closer to Christ and partake of 
His divine nature that we may also participate in His love for 
the whole world. This God-like love has certain characteris-
tics that are enumerated clearly in 1 Corinthians 13. Among 
these characteristics, St. Paul says “love does not seek its own.” 
Love is always about the good of the other. A Church filled 
with people who are growing closer to Christ is a Church that 
is burning with the love of God for the people all around them 
and for the whole world. The temptation for parish communi-
ties is to seek homogeneity, to find a comfort zone where the 
membership feels safe and things stay familiar. This results in 
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“seeking our own” rather than turning our parishes inside out 
and “going out” with our faith and our witness in a loving but 
uncompromising way.

Although the Church is not of this world, it is also not a 
ghetto that only focuses on itself and stays in its own comfort 
zone. The Church engages the world and confronts society as 
the salt of the earth and the light of the world. For this to oc-
cur, the Orthodox Church and its members need to be visibly 
working to comfort the afflicted, clothe the naked, feed the 
hungry and minister to the sick. We cannot reach the souls of 
the people all around us if we neglect their physical, emotional 
and psychological needs. 

A Church burning with the love of Christ practices 
the same spirit of self-denial that we as individual Orthodox 
Christians are called to practice, always for the sake of our rela-
tionship with Christ and for the salvation of those around us. 
The greater Church, each parish and each individual Orthodox 
Christian must be constantly asking two questions: “What am 
I doing to grow closer to Christ?” and “What am I doing to 
bring the Good News of salvation to those who don’t know it 
yet?” This is clearly summed up by the two greatest command-
ments: Love God with all your heart, mind and soul, and love 
your neighbor as yourself.

The Orthodox Church is the fullness of truth moving 
through time in a dynamic but uncompromising way. She is the 
One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church. This means that 
there is no other religion, no other Christian faith tradition that 
is her equal. She is Catholic, because she contains the entirety, the 
fullness of truth about God and everything needed for salvation. 
When we believe this in an active, intentional way, with humil-
ity not triumphalism, then this conviction necessarily translates 
into a missionary and evangelistic mindset. This was the mindset 
of the Apostles and of every saint through the ages, and it needs 
to be our mindset if we are going to be a Church that effectively 
reaches out and welcomes the non-religious. 

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ, our American 
society is not standing still. It is constantly changing, in fact, 
moving at an exponential speed away from God. This requires a 
response of love from us as Orthodox Christians. We have built 
up the Church and firmly established her here on this soil, now 
we need to become even more serious about “going out” with 
the Gospel, with this beautiful, life-giving message of salvation 
to our family members, our neighbors, our coworkers and ev-
eryone who crosses our path. 

Remember! The non-religious of America have already 
been exposed to and rejected a watered-down version of 

Christianity. Matthew Gallatin wrote a book entitled Thirsting 
for God in a Land of Shallow Wells. This title aptly describes the 
current religious landscape of our country. If we are going to 
have anything to offer contemporary America, it must be the 
best and fullest expression of Orthodoxy! And we can’t wait 
around until we are holy; we need to begin right now!

PARISH LIFE

So what does this mean for our Orthodox Church in the twenty-
first century? So much could be talked about, but because of time 
constraints, I have chosen to focus on just three aspects of parish 
life that are essential to effectively reach out to the non-religious. 

First, a Church that welcomes the non-religious must 
be a Church that continually strives to be better at teaching, 
preaching and inspiring our people to know and live deeply 
their faith. This is of vital importance. We cannot offer to oth-
ers what we do not have ourselves. The clergy have the respon-
sibility to be lifelong learners and lifelong practitioners of the 
Faith. We have to keep growing in Christ, both in terms of 
studying our theology and putting it into practice. Everything 
we expect from our parishioners we need to expect from our-
selves, and to an even greater degree. The Apostle Paul asks the 
pointed question: “You who teach another, do you not teach 
yourself ?” (Romans 2:21). Our preaching and our teaching 
should be clothed in humility and be the fruit of our own study 
and struggle to live what we preach. As clergy, whenever we 
preach or teach, we should try to do the very best we can and 
utilize the Scriptures and the Church Fathers as much as we 
are able. Our goal should be to help the faithful effectively live 
their faith in continuity with the saints who have come before 
us through the ages. 

In addition to the sermons on Sundays and feasts, we 
should take every opportunity to explain to our people what 
we are doing and why we are doing it. The clergy should not be 
the only teachers and educators in our parishes. We need to uti-
lize the gifts of the laity. They need to be trained, empowered 
and entrusted in this essential ministry, teaching and equip-
ping our Church membership with as full an expression of the 
Faith as possible. We should offer catechetical classes and Bible 
studies open to everyone, Orthodox and non-Orthodox alike. 
Retreats with guest speakers should be offered several times 
each year in every parish. 

Youth ministry is important, and we should offer the very 
best youth programs we can, but even more important than a 
shining youth ministry, we need to build up and educate our 
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parents. The truth of the matter is that parents are our primary 
youth workers on a twenty-four-hour, seven-day-a-week basis. 
If our parents do not know their Faith, live their Faith and wit-
ness the Orthodox Faith in their homes behind closed doors, 
then how can we expect our children to overcome a weak wit-
ness in the face of all the enticing offerings of the world and 
remain lifelong Orthodox by choice. The more we build up our 
parents in the Faith, the more their home environment will 
parallel the Church. If our parents know and live their Faith, 
then we can have confidence that their children, our youth, will 
have the best chance of making the Faith their own before they 
leave home and transition into young adulthood. 

Secondly, if we are going to do better as a Church in ef-
fectively reaching out and welcoming the non-religious, we 
need to strive to deepen our repentance. Remember, if we are 
going to have the one thing needful to offer contemporary 
America, it must be the witness of lives being changed, healed 
and sanctified by Jesus Christ. This requires continual and deep 
repentance. The very first words that were ever preached by 
our Lord were “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” 
(Matthew 4:17). The goal of the Christian life is the acquisi-
tion of the Holy Spirit. If we want those outside the Church 
who are all around us to come and experience Jesus Christ and 
His Kingdom through the Orthodox Church, then we need 
to be the living evidence of the presence of His Kingdom! 
Although we have the fullness of truth, if it is not changing us, 
making us more Christ-like, or making us even a little bit holier 
and different than the world around us, then we will not have 
what the non-religious of the twenty-first century need. 

In the first century, Andrew could tell Peter, and Philip 
could tell Nathaniel, “Come and see!” and they could come 
and actually see Jesus for themselves. Today, we say “come and 
see,” but people are not able to see Jesus in the flesh before 
them. Instead, what they will see will be our lives, our example 
and our witness. In a very real sense, we might be the only living 
Gospel for these people to see. This is a weighty responsibility 
but we cannot escape it. Remember the words of our Lord, “He 
who hears you, hears Me, and he who rejects you, rejects Me” 
(Luke 10:16).

Therefore we must be serious about repentance. St. John 
Chrysostom teaches us that repentance “opens up heaven and 
leads us into Paradise.” May this not only be true for us, but 
may our witness open up heaven for those who visit our par-
ishes and also lead them into Paradise. Jesus taught, “Blessed 
are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). 
Christ calls us to purify our hearts through repentance so that 
His light might shine through us to those around us. This is 
what Christ meant when He said, “Let your light so shine be-
fore men, that they may see your good works and glorify your 
Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). In other words, we need to 
trust that visitors and inquirers will see the light of Christ in us 
if we are striving for greater purity of heart.

Thirdly, a Church that can offer living water to those who 
are thirsting for God in a land of shallow wells is a praying 
Church. The heart and soul of the Orthodox Church is her li-
turgical and sacramental life. We most fully manifest ourselves 
as the Body of Christ by partaking of the one Bread and the one 
Cup. On this side of life, the place par excellence where heav-

Thriving bookstores in all our parishes is a must if we 
are going to be well positioned to meet the needs of today’s 
non-religious people. The Bible, the writings of the Fathers, 
the lives of the saints, and the writings of contemporary elders 
and theologians are all food for our souls. In the same way the 
body needs material nourishment, the soul also needs spiritual 
nourishment. In the face of the never-ending assault on our 
minds and hearts of noise, information and outright falsehood, 
we need a steady diet of truth. We need practical teaching to 
inspire and encourage us, as well as trustworthy lives to imi-
tate. We cannot grow if we are not learning and putting into 
practice what we learn. Similarly, we will not have a convinc-
ing witness if we are not educated in our Faith. The bookstore 
will also be an attraction to those among the non-religious who 
are seeking. Our parish bookstore gets drop-in visitors all the 
time who have stumbled across Orthodoxy on the Internet and 
want someone to talk to and something more to read. 
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en and earth intersect is in the Divine Liturgy. “Blessed is the 
Kingdom of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
now and forever, and to the ages of ages. Amen.” Every human 
being is created to worship because they are created in the im-
age of God. The beauty of our church architecture and iconog-
raphy, the power of liturgical music well done, the witness of 
an orderly, prayerful ethos, the depth of piety on the part of 
both the clergy and the laity, and the beauty and depth of truth 
revealed in the hymns, the prayers, the readings and the peti-
tions—all of these aspects of our Orthodox worship are meant 
to deeply touch the heart of every human being. Remember 
the words of the Slavic emissaries who visited Hagia Sophia: 
“Whether we were in heaven or earth we do not know, but 
surely we know that God dwells in this place.” Through this 
experience of the Church at prayer, an entire nation was con-
verted to Christianity.  

We need to make sure that our parishes are not Sunday-
only churches. We priests need to make sure we are offering as 
full a liturgical life as possible. All too often, clergy don’t sched-
ule the services because they say the people don’t come. Rather 
than abandoning some of these beautiful and rich services that 
make up the prayer life of the Church, we must use this tremen-
dous opportunity to educate our faithful, to encourage them, 
and to cultivate within them a desire for prayer and worship. A 
parish committed to prayer benefits even those who are unable 
to attend all the services.

A full liturgical life in our parishes inspires our mem-
bers to pray and to a life of prayerfulness. St. Nicodemus of 
the Holy Mountain says this of prayer: “There is no other vir-
tue that is either higher or more necessary than sacred prayer. 
Prayer joins man with God and God with man and makes the 
two one spirit.”

THE GREATER CHURCH

Our Hierarchs
There is no way to speak about the Church and not think about 
the role of our bishops. The hierarchs play a central role in ev-
ery aspect of Church life. As St. Ignatius of Antioch teaches, 
“Where the bishop is, there is the Church!” The bishop is 
the fullest expression of Christ’s priesthood in the Church. 
Nothing we do in the Church is valid apart from the canoni-
cal connection and oneness we receive by being of the same 
mind and in communion as clergy and laity with our bishops. 
Therefore, any shift in mindset toward a greater recognition of 
America as a mission field and toward a more central focus on 

missions and evangelism must not only include the bishops but 
also be lead by our hierarchs. We pray at every Divine Liturgy 
that our bishops will rightly divide the word of truth, because 
we know and recognize what a central and vital role they play 
in assuring that we live and practice the fullness of Faith we 
have received from those who have gone before us. To be in the 
line of the Apostles, as our bishops truly are, means by defini-
tion that they have been sent out to proclaim the Gospel and 
make disciples. May we fully support them as they lead us and 
guide us as missionaries and evangelists in turning our parishes 
inside out to reach out and welcome those who are seeking the 
Kingdom of heaven.

Our Seminaries
The dual institutions of Holy Cross and Hellenic College or any 
of our Orthodox seminaries also play a vital role in helping our 
Church confront our increasingly secular society. At these beau-
tiful schools, we are preparing and helping shape the next gen-
eration of clergy and lay leaders of our Church. What an incred-
ible opportunity for our seminaries to cultivate a missionary- 
mindedness and the burning love of Christ for those hungering 
and thirsting for truth in the hearts of these students. We are al-
ready past due to have as a part of the core curriculum of our 
theological schools classes on missiology and evangelism from 
an Orthodox point of view. We do practicums in pastoral care. 
We are good at training and producing maintainers and sustain-
ers of what we already have. Now, it will be a necessity for our 
Orthodox seminaries to equip every future leader in how to 
plant new churches, revitalize shrinking parishes, reach out to 
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the non-Orthodox and the non-religious and make new disci-
ples. America is a mission field, and we need to begin producing 
domestic missionaries, as well as an increased mission-minded-
ness in all our priests and church leaders.

Our Metropolises
At the metropolis level, allow me to use as an example the work 
of the Commission for Orthodox Missions and Evangelism 
(COME) within the Metropolis of San Francisco as an ex-
ample of how our metropolises can help our parishes more ef-
fectively reach out to the non-Orthodox. COME has a board 
comprised of the metropolitan, the chancellor and seven other 
appointed clergy and laity from around the metropolis. We 
have also recently hired a full-time assistant director, so we now 
have a full-time presence in the life of our metropolis. COME 
was founded back in 1991 and is responsible for helping es-
tablish more than twenty-five new parishes up and down the 
West Coast. With the development of our new strategic plan, 
COME has expanded its scope and more finely tuned some of 
its ongoing objectives. The three primary objectives of COME 
are to:
• Establish and support a missions and evangelism ministry in 

every parish
• Respond to parishes either needing or requesting mentoring 

in various aspects of parish life, so they can better meet their 
mission and vision

• Continue to plant new parishes where needed, particularly 
in growing metropolitan areas

Planting New Parishes
Please allow me a few words about planting new parishes. Many 
believe that we can grow the Orthodox Church in a significant 
way by growing our already existing parishes larger. This has 
not and will not prove to be true. Most of the large parishes 
of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese are not appreciably grow-
ing. Some are even shrinking. Studies show that when parishes 
reach around 80 percent of their physical capacity, growth in 
membership begins to slow down. In addition, larger parishes 
make it very difficult to fully act upon and express our sacra-
mental theology. The sacrament of confession is the most ob-
vious example. In our larger parishes, the parishioner-to-priest 
ratio is too great to practically allow for regular confession on 
the part of the majority of members. 

If our Orthodox Church is going to effectively reach out 
to the non-Orthodox and grow, one way it is going to grow 
is by strategically and intentionally planting new parishes. The 

ideal parish moving forward should 
not be larger than 200 active families 
who are fully committed to Christian 
stewardship and the liturgical and 
sacramental life of the Church. The 
ideal priest-to-family ratio is one per 
100 families. Therefore, even an ac-
tive parish of 200 families can sup-
port two priests and better meet the 
pastoral and sacramental needs of the 
members. 

In addition, smaller, thriving and growing parishes are 
more attractive to non-Orthodox seekers. They are looking 
for an authentic experience of community where they can be 
known and more intimately know others in the parish. They 
are also looking for greater access to the priest on a more inti-
mate level of relationship as a mentor and spiritual guide. All 
these reasons point to more and smaller parishes as a strategic 
answer to this important topic of our conference.

There is also a myth that if we plant new parishes in a city, 
it will hurt the already existing parishes. In our experience in 
the Metropolis of San Francisco, not once has this proven true. 
Quite the opposite! In cities such as Phoenix, Sacramento, 
Seattle and Portland where we have planted new parishes, the 
existing parishes have grown stronger.

In conclusion, please take away with you today two essen-
tial points. First, one of the most important ways our Orthodox 
Church can reach out and welcome the non-religious is to of-
fer them the witness of lives that are being changed and sancti-
fied by participation in the life of the Church. The other point 
is that we need to rediscover the Church’s Apostolic identity 
as a mission-minded and evangelical Church. This identity is 
rooted in Christ’s own unquenchable love for every human be-
ing and for the whole world. We need to have His love burning 
inside us, compelling us to reach out to the people outside our 
walls. Without any compromise of our Orthodox Faith and 
life, we need to turn our churches inside out and go forth into 
our increasingly secular society and proclaim the Good News 
of salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Rev. Fr. Theodore Dorrance is Director of COME 
(Commission of Missions and Evangelism) for the Metropolis 
of San Francisco and the pastor of St. John the Baptist Greek 
Orthodox Church in Beaverton, OR.
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REV. FR. STEPHEN FREEMAN

Writing in the early 1970s, Fr. Alexander Schmemann described secu-
larism as the greatest heresy of our time. His definition of secularism 
was a worldview that holds that there is such a thing as a “neutral 

zone,” a sphere of life that has nothing necessarily to do with God. It is not at all 
the denial of the existence of God, though many secularists do indeed deny that, 
but it is the contention that if God exists, He is somehow removed from the day-
to-day existence of all things. In summary: If God exists, then He should know 
His place and stay there. Now mind you, Fr. Alexander said that this was a her-
esy. This is not simply saying that it is wrong; many things are wrong that are not  

The God You  
Don’t Believe In
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heresies. But this is wrong and it is believed by many Christians. 
Indeed, I would contend that it is held by most Christians in 
America, including many Orthodox. To be born in America is, 
in fact, to be born into a world in which the dominant form of 
thought is secularism. Only a concerted, intentional effort can 
give us anything like a non-secular worldview. But I agree with 
Fr. Schmemann: that secularism is the greatest heresy of our 
time. As such, it is also our greatest danger, our greatest chal-
lenge, and the one dangerous challenge that we dare not ignore. 
“Speaking to Secular America” is the single greatest mission 
work of our generation in this place and time.

I have given this talk the title “The God You Don’t Believe 
In.” At the very root of secularism is a God who differs dramati-
cally from the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ as pro-
claimed in the Scriptures and received by the Church. Tonight 
I want to look first at this God in Whom we do not believe 
(the secular God). Secondly, I want to look at a few key as-
sumptions of secular culture that are hallmarks of its American 
expression. And finally, I will look at some particular things 
that must be said in this time and place. The task of speaking 
to Secular America does not entail changing anything about 
the teaching of the Church—God forbid! However, it requires 
being deeply aware of context and the true character of the cul-
ture in which we live.

THE SECULAR GOD: THE GOD YOU DON’T BELIEVE IN

It is fairly striking that the existence of God gets as much at-
tention as it does in our world. Some of this has to do with 
the so-called “culture wars,” but much of it is simply popular 
conversation. I have had many very intentional engagements 
with atheists or deeply skeptical agnostics in the course of writ-
ing and commenting on my blog. Most of the time, I have to 
begin a conversation by saying, “Tell me about the God you 
don’t believe in. I probably don’t believe in that one either.” 
The conversation that follows often speaks volumes. I’ve of-
ten thought that there are Catholic atheists, Protestant athe-
ists, Sunday school atheists, angry atheists and sometimes, 
Orthodox atheists.

But on most occasions, the God who is the object of 
un-belief is a caricature. Well-known neo-atheists such as 
Christopher Hitchens are successful primarily in their ability 
to portray a straw-God—not the God preached in the gos-
pel—but the God imagined by a culture that is increasingly 
marked by ignorance and misinformation. 

But who is the secular God?
In 2005, Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Duncan 

published Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
American Teenagers, an analysis based on their research surveys 
of 3,000 teens. It has become a very popular read, frankly be-
cause it’s just plain accurate. Soul Searching described the dom-
inant religious attitude of American teenagers as “Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism.” I hear the undertones of their analysis 
repeatedly in popular conversations about God. There are five 
primary aspects of this version of Christianity: 
1. A God exists who created and ordered the world and watch-

es over human life on earth.
2. God wants people to be good, nice and fair to each other, as 

taught in the Bible and by most world religions.
3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about 

oneself.
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life 

except when God is needed to resolve a problem.
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.

First, we are told that there is “a god.” A god. This speaks 
volumes. Oftentimes, the secular God is, at best, a lightly 
Christianized version of a pagan deity. He is a “Supreme God.” 
This God is mostly like us, only nicer, bigger and more power-
ful. The supreme being among many other beings. The secular 
God is someone you can have a conversation about—but he is 
not the God before whom all conversation must cease. He does 
not inspire awe, he does not create wonder. He is trapped in the 
imagination of a culture with a mind as wide as a TV screen, 
and just as deep. 

The second element in this secularized faith—that God 
wants people to be good, nice and  fair to each other, as taught 
in the Bible and by most world religions—is not entirely wrong. 
It is, however, easily nothing more than code-language for a 
bourgeois ethic: God wants people to behave like nice middle-
class Americans. What is lacking in this is any account of suf-
fering, or any suggestion of why people should suffer willingly. 
I will come back to this later. Suffice it to say for the moment 
that there is no ethic in Christianity that is not a suffering ethic.

The third point is tragically true for the secular world. The 
secular world believes that the purpose of life is to be happy and 
to feel good about oneself. This is another way of saying that 
consumerism has become a form of spirituality in our secular 
culture. It is the deformation of the truth of our humanity into 
its lowest possible form.
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I had opportunity several years back to spend 

time with young man—somewhere in his thirties. 

He was at a critical moment in his life. He had been 

in treatment for an alcohol and drug addiction. 

As is typical in treatment situations based on the 

Twelve Steps, the question of God, or “a higher 

power,” came up. He had been raised in a secular 

family; his father was a scientist. He had no church 

exposure. But his life stood in great need. I looked 

in our conversation for common ground. I began 

with the Big Bang. It’s a culture marker for many—

that point at which the universe in which we live 

explodes into its 13.5 billion year expansion. I sug-

gested that we both stand at that point together. 

“What was there before the Big Bang?” I 

asked. 

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Yes,” I agreed, “and that’s the God I believe 

in. Not the God that I know, but the God that I 

don’t know. As an Orthodox Christian, I believe 

that Christ makes known the God whom we 

absolutely could not know otherwise. All that I 

know of God, I know through Christ…”

It was a fruitful beginning to many later con-

versations. The last time we met, he was making 

progress with the God he did not know…

drive for this aspect of our secularism (perhaps underlying the 
whole of secularism) is a certain perceived version of freedom. I 
will come back to this, but I want to say at the moment that the 
presence of God at all times and all places is seen as cramping 
our style. God gets in our way.

I’m an advocate of wearing cassocks. I was an 

Anglican clergyman for eighteen years and wore 

my collar, so I’ve had that experience as well, but I 

know from experience that the ante is raised con-

siderably when a cassock appears in public. It is 

the invasion of secular/normal/neutral space with 

something and someone who is decidedly involved 

with God. It is a sacramental presence (and priest-

hood is certainly meant to be a sacrament). But 

priests who are clearly identified as priests (and I’m 

sorry, but the cassock is just a far more profound 

statement than the collar, something than can 

mean something quite generic). I’ve been yelled 

at, cursed, flipped off by a cabbie on the streets of 

London, ridiculed for being a Jew, accosted for be-

ing a child-molesting Catholic priest, etc. I’ve also 

taken lots of prayer requests, given blessings, had 

people buy me meals, and been engaged by ques-

tions of my faith and practice. But in all of these 

encounters, I can see that my cassocked presence 

challenged the very notion of a neutral zone or the 

absence of God in the world. If there is a lingering 

concern within Orthodoxy that we somehow need 

to “fit in,” we need to get over it. Secular America 

doesn’t need us to fit in. It desperately needs the 

sacramental presence of God.

If you are not Orthodox in America, then it is highly un-
likely that the way you worship looks at all like the way your 
grandparents worshipped two generations ago. Church, both 
in doctrine and worship, has become subject to fashion and 
fad, a never-ceasing search for what sells. The fastest growing 
churches in our culture are the so-called megachurches. They 
are also the least identifiable churches. It has become standard 
marketing practice to obscure the denominational identifica-
tion and the “churchiness” of churches. 

And behind all of this is the marketing of Christianity. 
It is not the preaching of the gospel, but the marketing of a 
product. And we must be clear about this: not only can we not 
compete with it, but we should not even be in the contest. It is 
slowly destroying the soul of our culture.

The fourth point—that God does not need to be particu-
larly involved in daily life, except when you need him—is what 
I call the “God of the Neutral Zone.” I think the underlying 

The non-sacramental aspect of the world takes me to our 
second major focus in this talk: the nature and character of 
Secular America. “Secular America” is simply another name for 
the modern project: the set of ideas and assumptions set in place 
in the late 1700s that were the program of the Enlightenment 
applied to culture. 

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism did not spring into exis-
tence from nowhere. It has not been a specific teaching of any 
religious leader; it is a cultural phenomenon, and it is to the 
culture that we must look to understand it. I remind you, we 
Orthodox Christians are not immune to the culture in which 
we live. The pool of teens polled who gave rise to the Moralistic 
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I had an interesting experience some years 

back. I have a Russian woman in my congrega-

tion who grew up during the Soviet period. She 

and her family were completely unchurched. 

Completely! I catechized and baptized her 

husband, this woman and their two children. 

Several years after her baptism I made an off-

hand comment in a conversation in which I re-

ferred to her as a “convert.” She bristled at the 

statement and immediately told me, “I am not a 

convert! Converts are people who choose.” And 

she said the word “choose” with a certain loath-

ing I had never heard. No American that I have 

ever known would boast that the most impor-

tant thing in their life was not a choice. To the 

American ear, choosing to be Orthodox is obvi-

ously superior to simply being born that way. My 

parishioner made it clear to me when she said, 

“I am Pravoslavnie (Orthodox)! I simply had not 

been baptized!”

This same love of freedom and the perceived choices that 
it affords is perhaps America’s most cherished notion. The fa-
thers of the Enlightenment held that there was, in fact, no such 
thing as a fixed human nature. Listen to this quote: “At the 
heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of exis-
tence, of meaning, of the universe and of the mystery of human 
life.” That is Justice Anthony Kennedy in the 1992 decision in 
Casey v. Planned Parenthood. It is among the most radical as-
sertions of individual liberty ever put forward—but it clearly 
resonates within our culture. The fathers of the Enlightenment 
were radicals, but I don’t think they were nearly as radical as 
our modern mainstream.

Of course, we are not actually free to choose very much 
because there actually is such a thing as a fixed human nature. 
Our existence is gifted to us; we are all the product of a tra-
dition. I’m a white, Southern, Anglo-Saxon, Appalachian. I 
speak English like a native. I can’t be anything else. I’ll never be 
a Greek. I’ll never be a Russian. I’ll never be a Native American 
or a woman. Most of what makes me who I am did not come 
as a result of choice. It came as a result of the giftedness of ex-
istence. (Under the influence of my Russian parishioner, I’ve 
learned to say that I am not a convert: I simply lived in schism 
from myself for forty-five years.)

So what is the choice that so drives our culture? Essentially, 
it is the choice that we call consumerism. The primary “choices” 
that people make are exercised when they shop. And though 
shopping does not actually establish our authentic, autono-
mous existence, we tend to think it does. In the South, we 
are extremely tribal, but we get to choose our own tribes. The 
tribes we inhabit are things like Bulldogs, Wolfpacks, Tigers, 
Volunteers and Gamecocks. In Knoxville, TN, on the Friday 
before game day, everywhere you go the tribal colors are out 
for full display. Most workplaces encourage such acts of sports 
tribal loyalty. (There are brave folks in Knoxville who like to 
live dangerously and actually wear an Alabama hat or a Florida 
t-shirt. They are taking their life into their own hands.)

When I read the Orthodox Internet, it often has the same 
tribal markings. People celebrate their choices. “Orthodox! 
Christian, only tougher,” etc. What is being proclaimed is that 
I shopped for my religion and found the best one—and it’s cer-
tainly better than yours! And in this we are secularists, right 
down to our tribal religions.

You can hear the echoes of Kennedy, “…the right to define 
one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe and 
of the mystery of human life.”

Therapeutic Deism analysis could easily have contained 
Orthodox youth in the sample. 

But what is it about our culture that produces such a 
skewed take on religious believing? There are several key ideas 
that are an inherent part of the modern project, the secular 
project, that should draw our attention.

First, there is an assumption that human beings are auton-
omous centers of consciousness. That is, that we exist primarily 
as individuals. And the strongest and most important aspect of 
our consciousness is that we choose. 

We are autonomous centers of consciousness who 
choose—and our choices themselves create our authentic exis-
tence. We are what we choose to be. 

And if this is the true state of being human, then the sin-
gle most important aspect of a culture is freedom—for only if 
we are free, without societal restraint—only if we are free can 
we choose what is our own authentic existence.

Please note that this understanding is decidedly anti- 
traditional. In the modern project, our secular world, hu-
man beings do not see themselves as products of a culture. 
Everything that is ours at birth has the potential to stand in the 
way of what I want and what I choose. And if the goal of life 
is to be happy, then the practice of that goal is “getting what I 
want and what I choose.” 
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We cannot speak to Secular America by simply presenting 
ourselves as one more choice for the religious consumer. 

As deeply un-American as it may sound, we must speak 
to the issue of freedom and to the true nature of what it means 
to be human. In truth, pretty much the whole of who we are 
is a gift. Most aspects of our personality are set long before we 
have made any choices. We are born into a culture, a language, 
a family. Our DNA contains a record of the whole of humanity 
stretching back to before we were something we might even 
call “human.” I am my ancestors. Often ignored is the state-
ment in the Book of Hebrews, where we are told that Levi gave 
tithes to Melchizedek, because he was still in the loins of his 
father Abraham.

We are not autonomous. We are deeply and profoundly 
interconnected. As St. Silouan said, “My brother is my life.” 
You are my life and I am yours. The modern, secular world 
often views the givenness of our existence as a curse—it is an 
obstacle to be overcome, to be modified more to our liking. We 
discover that we cannot bear our gender (and make no mis-
take, this is a very difficult problem). We do not like the shape 
of our face. We need poutier lips and a smaller chin. We want 
larger breasts. We want hair on our head. Whatever it is, we 
want what has not been given to us and so we enter a new phase 
of human existence.

I read a recent article by Mark Shiffman, Associate 
Professor of Classical Studies at Villanova, on what is described 
as “transhumanism.” It is the project that many imagine for our 
future in which we overcome our biological limits, through vari-
ous technologies and manipulations. It’s not science fiction; it 
is already becoming part of our reality. He cites Steve Fuller as 
one of its champions and leading exponents. Fuller (of Warwick 
University) has coined the project “Humanity 2.0” and wrote a 
book of the same name in 2011. As Shiffman writes:

According to Fuller, this agenda is driv-

en by the same inspiration that is the source 

of all religion. This is the human capacity for 

self-transcendence, which he identifies as 

the foundation of our human dignity. Science 

enables us to know dimensions of reality we 

will never experience with our bodily senses, 

from the hidden world of cells to distant black 

holes. It provides “an infinity of applications” 

that extend our powers beyond the limits of 

the biologically given bodies of old-fashioned 

Humanity 1.0. Science is thus the highest fulfill-

ment of what makes us human.

What is here described as “self-transcendence” is simply 
the application of radical freedom and high technology to the 
givenness of human existence. It is, first, ridiculously expen-
sive—the ultimate in designer consumerism—I get a whole 
new me! C. S. Lewis, in various essays and at least two novels, 
confronted this strange modern drive to completely obscure 
nature. He called it the abolition of man. He also embodied it 
in character that was called “the Unman” in one his novels. He 
saw in the mid-1940s what would have seemed unimaginable 
to most at the time. But Lewis was a deeply astute reader of the 
age—and a profound Christian thinker.

Lewis’s spiritual tutor, George MacDonald, gave voice to 
this demand for self-transcendence in a voice that is reminis-
cent of Milton’s Paradise Lost. It is from his book Lilith:

She is told: “You are not the Self you imag-

ine.” But she replies: “So long as I feel myself 

what it pleases me to think myself, I care not. 

I am content to be to myself what I would be. 

What I choose to seem to myself makes me 

what I am. My own thought makes me me; my 

own thought of myself is me. Another shall not 

make me!

Tradition is neither a style nor an option in the consumer house 
of philosophy. I sometimes shudder when I hear someone say, 
“I’m a traditionalist.” For many, “traditionalist” just means that 
they like old things. Many old things are not properly part of 
tradition. Indeed, in America, things that are described as “tra-
ditional” are often not very old, and are simply antiquated ver-
sions of secular modernity.

Tradition, rightly understood, is what is given to us. It is 
the paradosis. It is first and foremost life and existence itself. 
“For Thou it was who brought us out of non-existence into be-
ing…” And the tradition is not given to me out of thin air. It 
is handed down to me—first from my parents. “Honor your 
mother and father that your days may be long in the land…” 
What is given to me is my humanity. And my humanity is not a 
creation of my own. It is not a choice of my own, it is not some 
so-called act of self-transcendence. It is profoundly a gift. The 
life that is rightly lived turns in wonder and awe toward the gift 
and allows it to unfold.

There is an essential aspect to the giftedness of our lives, 
an essential spiritual attitude—and that is thanksgiving. We 
cannot and do not give thanks for what has not been given to 
us. And yet we are commanded to give thanks always for all 
things. The corollary is this: Everything is a gift. We were cre-
ated to be eucharistic beings. We are the priests of the world 
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who unite our voice with the groanings of all creation in praise 
to the author of our being and our God. 

Tradition, that which has been given to us, is not some 
theological position among others, traditionalism versus some 
other “ism.” Tradition, and the life lived with right regard for 
it, is a human life. It is the same life that sees the world itself 
as a gift and cares for it with thanksgiving and kindness. The 
world has not been given to us as the arena for our technol-
ogy. It has been given to us as the place we live. In many ways 
the modern drive to transcend the givenness of the world has 
been an engine of alienation. We have become strangers to the 
planet where we live. 

As we speak to this alienation, the false existence of the 
secular world, there are things we need to understand. I have a 
lot of trouble with this point—not in writing it—but in getting 
people to understand it and to see the truth of it. And it is this:

We are not making the world into a better place. Not only 
are we not making the world into a better place, but we have 
never been commanded by God to make the world into a better 
place. But modernity and the secular world hold this to be an 
absolute essential of their creed. It is hidden within the belief 
that the purpose of life is to be happy and to feel good about 
yourself. For in the deepest corners of the modern heart, there 
is a belief that the world is in fact improving, and that even if 
things in my life are bad now, with a little work they can be bet-
ter. Progress and improvement are the mantras of our lives. Our 
politics are utterly married to the proposition of progress. Our 
economy is built on its assumptions. 

And they are wrong. 
Please understand. I am not saying that things do not 

change. Of course things change. Heraclitus said long ago, pan-
ta rei (“all things change”). But progress is not about change; it 
is a narrative about the direction of change. I will be sixty-two 
in about another week and a half. I’ve seen a lot of change in 
my life. I have the stories of my parents and my grandparents. 
In our collective memory the world has undergone an amazing 
number of changes. But I do not believe we have made prog-
ress. We are not evolving toward a better future. 

You can make a careful selection of certain criteria to 
make a case for progress. An equally valid case can be made for 
its absence by choosing a different set of criteria. But the most 
essential category has remained the same. People are no differ-
ent now. We are not becoming a more moral culture. We are 
not becoming better people. I’ve heard confessions for thirty-
five years. They sound the same, and I dare say, they would have 

sounded similar one hundred years ago or more. Just because 
we have cell phones and the Internet does not mean we our-
selves have changed. 

What has changed, over the past three centuries, has been 
the rising of a cult of change, a belief in progress as the purpose 
of existence. And in the name of progress we fail to actually live.

And it is to the point of actually living that I want to draw 
our attention as I close tonight. What is the proper nature of 
our life? If human nature is, indeed, fixed, and it is given to 
us—it is traditioned to us—what is that nature and how is it 
fulfilled? What do we as Orthodox Christians know about tra-
ditioned human nature that we can speak to the secular world?

We believe and we confess that Christ Himself is the rev-
elation of the truth of human nature. We are created in His 
image—created to be conformed to His image—created that 
His image might be shown forth in us. And in a day and age 
in which Christ Himself has been turned into a cipher for 
anything anybody wants to imagine, we need to be clear about 
Him. We need to speak the true icon as we have received it. 
And this is what we have received:

Let this mind be in you which was also in 

Christ Jesus, who, being in the form of God, 

did not consider it robbery to be equal with 

God, but made Himself of no reputation, tak-

ing the form of a bondservant, and coming in 

the likeness of men. And being found in ap-

pearance as a man, He humbled Himself and 

became obedient to death, even the death of 

the cross. (Philippians 2:5–8)

The image that has been made known to us in which the full-
ness of life is revealed—the fullness of our human nature—is 
the crucified Christ. It is from the cross that Christ announces 
the completion of the human project: “It is finished.” For it is 
there, in self-emptying love, the emptying and pouring out of 
who we are for the Other, that we find our true selves. 

Earlier I said that there is no Christian ethic that is not 
a suffering ethic. It is in speaking to the depths of human suf-
fering that the Church finds its most authentic voice. It is the 
voice of the martyrs, that deepest and greatest treasure of the 
Church’s life. For though the modern project of secularism has 
taken place in a headlong rush to eliminate human suffering, it 
has tragically been the cause of perhaps the greatest suffering 
the world has ever known. The Bolsheviks imagined they were 
creating a better world. In their first ten years (although they 
later had to back away from it and even sought to remove it 
from the records of their history), they utterly denied the na-
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ture of the human family and initiated a period of sexual revo-
lution that had never been known in the world and has only 
lately been demanding a return. Ironically, it was Josef Stalin 
who crushed the experiment and reinstituted laws governing 
marriage. The Soviet Union was the first nation in the world to 
make abortion legal—in 1920. It was abolished between 1936 
and 1955. That country has yet to recover from the social dev-
astation wreaked by these antihuman policies. 

But it has also been a place where the voice of the suffer-
ing martyrs, in union with the crucified Christ, has spoken very 
loudly. In my own spiritual journey, I stumbled as a young col-
lege student. Without going into detail, I reached a place of 
deep questioning and doubt. I studied, I pondered, I became 
angry and depressed. The emptiness of secularized Christianity 
had nothing to say to me and even mocked the very attraction 
of Christ Himself.

But in 1974, a suffering Christian burst into public view. 
Alexandr Solzhenitsyn was awarded the Nobel Prize in litera-
ture. His stories of the Gulag caught my attention. And though 
the media overlooked his Christianity, I didn’t. Reading his es-
says, I found that not only was he profoundly Christian, he was 
profoundly an Orthodox Christian. Reading him set me on a 
path of hope. Here was an authentic voice. He had been to hell 
and still professed Christ. Indeed, his time in the Gulag became 
the very time of his rebirth. I heard an authenticity in him that 
rescued my faith.

Secular America—the whole of the secular world—is 
hungry for the authentic word of the cross, and not only the 
word of the cross, but also the authentic life of the cross. It is, 
strangely, the constant outcome of modernity’s drive to elimi-
nate suffering that its efforts always seem to kill someone. If a 
life seems destined to bring suffering, then better that it should 
never be born: kill it. If a life is drawing to a close and seems 
faced with suffering, then end it. Euthanize it. Kill it. The Dutch 
have become the first country to legalize assisted suicide, not 
for those who are dying, but simply for those who want to die. 
Depression now qualifies. It will not end in Holland. For our 
adversary is the father of lies and has been a “murderer from the 
beginning.” His answer is always, “Kill it.” Indeed such state-
sponsored suicide stands as a monument to the emptiness and 
futility of the entire modern project. It can offer no convincing 
reason to live, and certainly no convincing reason to suffer. 

And here the Church must speak and speak clearly. Here 
we must speak the life-giving word of the cross. And we can 
only speak that authentic word if we ourselves go to the cross. 

The first act of self-emptying is repentance and the last act of 
self-emptying is repentance. We will not fix the world (indeed, 
the entire drive to “fix” anything is itself a secular idea). But 
with kindness and gentleness we must help one another and 
the world around us to take the small steps of embracing the 
cross. To save your life you must lose it. To know fullness, you 
must know emptiness. We must unite ourselves to the Crucified 
Christ and there we will find resurrection.

Our word to the world: Do you unite yourself to Christ? 
Do you unite yourself to Christ? Do you unite yourself  
to Christ? 

Glory to Jesus Christ!

Rev. Fr. Stephen Freeman, Rector of St. Anne Orthodox 
Church in Oak Ridge, TN, is the author of the blog “Glory 
to God for All Things” and the book Everywhere Present: 
Christianity in a One-storey Universe (Conciliar Press, 2011).
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A
theism is growing in the United States 
of America and the Orthodox Church 
has good reason to be concerned. We 

know that the faithful are not immune to the lures 
of atheism, especially when it comes wrapped up 
in the cult of the state. Millions of Orthodox 
Christians left  the faith and millions more were 
martyred in the last century because of atheism. 
For the love of souls and our children, we must 
pray for God’s help in exposing this error.

American atheism comes in two general forms: intellec-
tual and popular. Intellectual atheism is small in the general 
population, though a majority when combined with agnosti-
cism in important intellectual disciplines like philosophy. A 
rebirth of Christian philosophy in the analytic tradition has 
helped counter an “assumption of atheism” in the academy and 
the situation is better than it has been in decades.

Popular atheism, oft en characterized by a strong hostility to 
Christianity, is growing in the United States. Th is movement is 

frequently motivated by a rejection of Christian fundamental-
ism, but also of Christian sexual morals. As more of the faithful 
attend higher education, the pervasive secularism of the profes-
sors and the co-curricular instructors has a corrosive impact on 
students. Th e Internet also exposes Christians to extreme moral 
wickedness at a young age, darkening the window of the soul. 
Young adults are naturally curious and no priest can deliver a 
homily without somebody in the congregation checking his 
facts or getting the other side before he can even fi nish. 

My goal is to describe the preliminary task in talking to 
these atheists down the street. Th is is not an academic paper, but 
a practical one. When I use the terms “atheist” or “agnostic,” I am 
talking about the average person hostile to belief like I encounter 
in Internet comment sections or in dialogue in class. 

What should we say or do when we are pressed for rea-
sons to believe? 

Orthodox apologetics is not about winning arguments, 
but saving young minds from deception. Th e battle is primar-
ily spiritual, but it does include an intellectual component. 
Arguments supporting the existence of God are rarely why we 
believe in God, but reassurance that our interpretation of our 
religious experience is not self-delusion or madness. 

Misusing Skepticism
      An Atheist Problem
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There are many reasons to reject atheism, but the best 
is the fact that almost every human being encounters God. 
Watching a person grow in grace and kindness as they fol-
low God is hard for an atheist to ignore. This fact, in the life 
of my own parents, is a primary reason that I could not reject 
Christianity at a point in my life when, for very bad reasons, I 
wished to do so with all my heart. 

A profound sense of God’s reality is hard to dispute. We 
can reinterpret it, but we cannot deny this taste of the divine. 
We experience Him when we come to church, at the altar, be-
fore the holy icons. We experience God when we pray and feel 
His presence. When we seek Him, God is found. 

When Christians share this experience with other people, 
especially in our secular society, their witness is discounted. 
What about all the other religions who claim their religious 
experience supports their very different claims about God?

Any response to this question, and we should have a re-
sponse, is the beginning of a Christian apologetic, begun by 
Paul on Mars Hill, and sanctified by the witness to death of 
saints and apologists such as Justin Martyr. A Christian can 
note that the atheist is going too quickly or is misunderstand-
ing what we are saying. 

My experience of God points to something more or dif-
ferent from the material world. Other religions have explained 
that other world differently, but just as different theories about 
the physical world do not call that world’s existence into ques-
tion, so different ideas about the metaphysical world do not 
prove the metaphysical is an illusion. An atheist can certainly 
explain God away, but then some philosophers, such as the ide-
alists, have explained the material world away! 

There will be a second step to my witness as to why 
Christianity and why Orthodoxy instead of the teachings of 
the confused, schismatic or heretical. In different times, when 
people were (generally) exposed at most to one or two reli-
gious groups in their area, Christians took this step for granted. 
We could shorten our witness, because if a man became con-
vinced of the supernatural, he would turn to God. In histori-
cally Orthodox countries, he would come first to the Church, 
find the answers he sought, and in that security begin asking 
deeper and different questions in his soul as he began a spiritual 
pilgrimage. 

The street atheist usually has a naïve epistemology: a bad 
idea about how we know what we know. If he can object to an 
idea about God, he thinks that the default position is doubt 
until God or believers answer his objection. His bad idea will 

trap him in the process that makes it easy to deny spiritual real-
ity. The burden of proof, the endless burden of proof, is always 
on the believer. Instead, as I will try to show, the first step in 
combatting atheism is to learn that the default position is be-
lief. A good epistemology, or theory of knowledge, will drive 
out the bad ideas that lead to unbelief. 

Before moving forward, Christians have to answer the 
charge that “religious experience” is just “all in your head.” This 
is supposed to be opposed to our experiences of the “real world” 
that are not just in our heads. In fact, all human experiences are 
“in our heads,” which is why some philosophers have asserted 
that “life is but a dream.” 

When I touch the keypad in front of me, the experience is 
in my head. When I pray, the sense of the Divine I get is in my 
head. Why doubt that either is connected to external reality? If 
I deny physical reality, bad things seem to happen to me (in my 
head!), but the same is true if I deny metaphysical reality! In 
any case, we must all notice the obvious: my experiences are my 
experiences, and they all are experienced internally! 
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ATHEISM PRESUPPOSES A BAD EPISTEMOLOGY: 
FOUR BAD ASSUMPTIONS

Sometimes atheists and agnostics call themselves skeptics, 
but they really should not. They are not generally skeptical, but 
reserve their skepticism for supernatural or religious claims. 
Like anybody else, they believe a great many things provision-
ally that might be wrong: ideas about the world, their neighbor 
or even their fantasy football team! 

In fact, skepticism is good. Everyone, including religious 
people, should be skeptical. After the twentieth century and 
our experiences in the twenty-first century, the Orthodox are 
right to be skeptical about claims that a good society can be 
based on atheism! 

A “street-level” atheist may be making four basic assump-
tions about knowledge: 

ASSUMPTION 1:   Reason is primarily about skepticism.
ASSUMPTION 2:   History shows that strong religion  
  hurts science.
ASSUMPTION 3:   “Extraordinary claims require  
  extraordinary evidence.”
ASSUMPTION 4:   Religious faith is not based on or  
  even cannot be based on evidence. 

These assumptions are wrong, but without them, much of the 
atheist attack on belief would be silenced. 

The Problem with Assumption 1: 
Reason is not skepticism.
Few people want to be unreasonable. If religion is contrary to 
reason, not just the appearance of reason, but reason, then it is 
unworthy of belief. Atheists often will attempt to define faith 
for Christians as “belief in the absurd”!

Sadly, many believers do not understand that faith is 
deeply reasonable. Of course, the wisdom of God may appear 
to be folly at first glance, just as a student who is told that a ta-
ble contains mostly empty space thinks this foolish. Hard ideas 
or different ideas are not irrational, just hard or different. Even 
when a fool for Christ uses folly, it is to demonstrate the deeper 
folly around the fool! He or she demonstrates absurdity in oth-
ers by pushing their materialism or social rules to absurdity. 

That Jesus Christ is the Divine Logos of God and the Word 
of God is not just reasonable, but Reason incarnate. Orthodoxy 
may appear irrational to those who accept theories alien to real-
ity, but to those who embrace all of reality, Orthodoxy will not 
just seem reasonable, but lead a person to reason!

Skepticism is a tool in the rational person’s arsenal, but not 
reason. No one lives like a skeptic most of the time. A rational 
person begins in belief and only begins to doubt for sufficient 
reasons. This is true of all our experiences unless we warp our 
thinking with the preconceptions that some experiences must 
be treated differently. It is certainly true that when we go to a 
used car lot, we have had experiences or have heard true stories 
that will increase our skepticism. I see no reason to approach 
my own religious experiences at St. Paul’s with the same degree 
of skepticism! 

In most cases, we do not doubt what seems true even with-
out very good reasons. If we do not take this approach, skepti-
cism will consume itself leading to total doubt. I once heard an 
excellent epistemologist confronted by a freshman who wanted 
to know how this philosopher knew he was not a brain in a vat 
controlled by an evil scientist. He forcefully replied, “Why the 
(insert strong word here) would anyone believe that?”

The philosopher was right. If we require proof for every-
thing, or begin to doubt even our most basic experiences, we 
will end up in an unproductive place or go mad! We accept 
our experiences, take most of our explanations from the wise 
people around us, and only when we must (and sometimes we 
must!) do we examine them.

The unexamined life is not worth living, but endless ex-
amination of everything will prevent us from living! A prop-
erly functioning human will be skeptical, but only for good 
reason. The default position is faith: believing an idea because 
there is no good reason to doubt it. 

Whenever I explain this to an atheist, his first thought is 
of things that appear true, but are not. “What of the flat earth?” 
The reply is, “What of it?” The earth superficially appears flat 
and as the center of the cosmos. The earth is not flat, the sun 
certainly does not go around the earth, and yet we can live good 
lives speaking as if both things are true. When I say “sunrise,” 
only a pedant would rebuke me, because the sun does appear to 
rise! We do not discover that our experience is unreal; the sun 
appears to rise, but that our first explanation for the phenom-
ena, geocentrism, is false. 

In fact, we stopped believing in a perfectly flat earth very 
quickly as our experience showed humans the earth could not 
be flat. Ships sink below the horizon as they sail away from 
the observer, and a perfectly flat earth could not explain this 
experience. 

Science is as much a product of belief as skepticism. To 
make progress, scientists are conservative. They will accept a 
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theory, even with some contrary data, if it works best and has 
worked well in the past. They will revise their ideas or thinking 
only when pressed by a better explanation that fits more of the 
data. 

The Problem with Assumption 2: 
Religion benefits science.
Natural science has done good things for humankind. My abil-
ity to work while on a plane flying across a continent is a gift 
from scientists following the scientific methods to improve hu-
man knowledge and life. Science makes progress, increasing in 
understanding, and this progress is beneficial to humanity. 

Yet the very moment this is said, when our support for 
science is expressed, we must qualify our happiness. Science has 
given us great gifts, but science has also enabled us to kill more 
efficiently, pollute our planet more completely, and alienate 
ourselves from our true natures as human beings. 

Scientific knowledge may progress, but humans use this 
knowledge. We use knowledge to do good deeds or to harm. 
Science cannot tell humanity what to do, because science can 
only manipulate matter and energy. 

Science has no power over the real realm of ideas and can-
not tell humanity what we ought to do. For example, science 
might tell us that if we continue to burn fossil fuels that certain 
results will occur. We must decide whether these results are desir-
able or undesirable. Science can tell us that an operation might 
cure a disease, but not whether we should have the operation. 
The cure can be worse in a particular context than the disease. 
This will not be a scientific judgment, but a human decision. 

Ethics is a branch of knowledge where progress can be 
made, but the progress comes in different ways. Ancient people 
may have solved ethical problems and discovered ethical truths 
that have not changed as scientific ideas have changed. Aristotle 
discovered that some acts are always bad, like adultery. Science 
has given men and women new ways to do bad things, but the 
nature of the evil has not changed! 

Religion benefits the scientist, even if it did not benefit 
science! Science can tell a scientist what is, but religion, with 
revelation from God, tells the scientist what ought to be. 

Christianity in particular has done more for science than 
merely provide an ethical framework for humanity, though 
that would be a great deal. Christianity also provided the 
philosophical underpinnings that made science possible. My 
colleague Nancy Pearcey has written a very readable book, The 
Soul of Science, showing this fact, but few serious philosophers 
of science dispute it. 

Maybe some other religion could have allowed science 
to develop and flourish, but none did. Maybe science could 
have developed in a godless society, but it did not. Street athe-
ists have the idea of history that there were secular Greek and 
Roman thinkers and then Christianity came and delayed prog-
ress with a dark age. Edward Gibbon, who disliked religion and 
loathed the Orthodox, gave Western culture this view in his 
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, and street atheists have 
not excised his mistakes yet. 

Greek Orthodox people need not be told that the Eastern 
Roman Empire preserved secular Greek and Roman learning 
for centuries. The Orthodox maintained a strong educational 
system and did not just repeat the ideas of the past, but de-
veloped them. Orthodox educators and philosophers provided 
much of the impetus (and often did a lot of the work) for both 
the Western Renaissance and the Islamic Golden Age. Even in 
the West, the idea of a “dark age” is a myth. C. S. Lewis ex-
poses a great many of our mistakes about the Western medieval 
period in his indispensable and highly readable The Discarded 
Image. 

In fact, as John Losee and other scholars in the history of the 
philosophy of science demonstrate (see A Historical Introduction 
to the Philosophy of Science), we needed the right philosophy re-
garding science before we could produce science. The Christian 
doctrine of the incarnation was one of those vital ideas. 

Aristotle was often frustrated in getting young Greeks to 
look at the physical world. Such tasks were “beneath” the bud-
ding philosophers. Ideas were “clean” and the material world 
was “dirty.” When God became flesh, He ended that mistake 
forever for Christians. God had become man and so matter was 
sanctified.

Some religions went in a different direction. They made 
the material world divine in a strong sense. You could not study 
the natural world, because to do so was blasphemy. If that tree 
is your god, then cutting up the tree to study it is a kind of 
impiety. 

Christianity made nature good without making it god. 
Science was a noble task, but not an impious one. Jesus Christ 
in His two natures bridged the gap between the metaphysical 
and the physical. When the Orthodox cross themselves, show-
ing the truth of the two natures of Christ, we may not recollect 
we were making modern science possible, but we were! 

Believers developed ideas assumed by scientists today, 
even atheists. When William of Ockham developed the idea 
that the best explanations will not multiply entities needlessly 
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(simple theories are best), he did so because he was a Christian. 
The Christian God is wise and good. He will design wisely. An 
atheist might use “Ockham’s Razor” because it works, but has 
no reason for why it works. 

Believers followed Plato (also a theist, though obviously 
not a Christian) in using mathematics to explain the world. 
Mathematics cannot be grasped using science. Numbers exist, 
but are immaterial. A Christian is comfortable with immaterial 
reality and has no problem using mathematics to explain the 
world. If one is an atheist, the existence of numbers and the 
usefulness of mathematics is a problem. Why does math work? 
The Christian theist never doubted it would. 

Christianity is not hostile to science. Christianity was a 
parent of science and Christians continue to work in science. 
Saints of the Orthodox Church have been scientists in recent 
times, such as St. Luke of Crimea! Christianity will not allow 
science to overstep her bounds and claim to be the only source 
of knowledge. Scientism, the notion that only science finds 
truth, is the enemy of Christ, but it is also the enemy of poetry, 
art and mathematics! 

The Problem with Assumption 3: 
Extraordinary claims do require extraordinary 
evidence, but who decides what is extraordinary?
“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.” This 
popular saying is a true as far as it goes, except extraordinary 
things happen all the time. It is extraordinary (in one sense of 
the term) that you are reading something I am writing. What 
are the odds? The moment one asks for the definition of terms 
like “extraordinary” and “evidence,” the problems appear. 

Atheists think of the God hypothesis or miracles as ex-
traordinary and so requiring amounts of evidence that are 
impossible to achieve. Take, for example, a weeping icon. The 
Orthodox faith does not depend on any particular icon weep-
ing. In fact, weeping icons are not necessary to our theology. If 
no icon wept, Orthodoxy would still be Orthodoxy.

Yet icons weep. If you are a Christian, you accept that bad 
people defraud the faithful with fakery and tricks. This hap-
pens. We also know good people, who are sincere, who experi-
ence weeping icons. We believe until we are given reason not 
to do so. Why? If God exists, then there is nothing remarkable 
about weeping icons! We do not believe in God because icons 
weep, but because we believe in God, the evidence needed is 
not so great. 

An atheist has a problem. If atheism is true, no icon can 
ever weep. All miracles must be fakes or explainable on natural 
grounds. An atheist will take any natural explanation, no mat-
ter how improbable, over a supernatural explanation. When it 
comes to miraculous healings, such discussions can become ab-
surd. Tell an atheist of a person with an incurable disease who 
is instantly and forever healed of that disease immediately after 
prayer and this will be put down to coincidence or lies. 

Did Jesus rise from the dead? If Jesus was the Son of God, 
this is not an extraordinary event, just an awesome one. I would 
expect the Son of God to rise from the dead! Jesus’s miracles, 
life and teaching all point to His divinity. The empty tomb is 
just the logical conclusion of the Savior’s life. This person, who 
forgave sins from His holy cross, truly was the Son of God. 

No matter the evidence of the empty tomb or the wit-
nesses to our risen Lord amongst the apostles, the atheist must 
develop ever more absurd theories to explain away the truth. 
An atheist would rather assert Jesus had a twin (an idea drawn 
from a Monty Python movie), than believe in miracles. 

He has no choice. Atheism mandates extraordinary denial 
of reality. 

The Problem with Assumption 4: 
Religious belief (like any other belief) need not 
depend on evidence but can utilize evidence.

An atheist might retort that Christian beliefs are circular 
and so fallacious. We believe in miracles because we believe in 
God, but the experience of miracles strengthens our belief in 
God. The empty tomb should have been predictable for the 
apostles from our Lord’s teachings, but they only understood 
those teachings after He was raised from the dead.

In fact, we should begin by saying circular arguments are 
not bad in themselves. Any truth of mathematics or proof of 
logic is circular. The conclusion implies the premise. It is only 
ignorance of the implications of the premises that make the 
conclusion surprising to us. Informally, we rightly condemn 
rhetoric that uses arguments in vicious ways, that hide the cir-
cularity, but a big enough set of ideas, a worldview, will cohere.

If truth is unified, then knowing even a single truth im-
plies every other truth. Humans simply cannot see the implica-
tions. Our beliefs cohere like a great web, to borrow an image 
from the philosopher W. V. Quine. Some of our beliefs con-
nect to our external experience, but other beliefs are based on 
those experiences in tangential ways. 
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Our web of beliefs coheres and should be logically con-
sistent. There is good reason to think more than one “world-
view” or set of beliefs could be developed to explain the world. 
I believe Jesus is risen in part based on external evidence, in 
part based on personal experience of Jesus, and in part on other 
beliefs that make the life of the Savior rational. 

What of “evidence,” then?
Not just any web of beliefs can survive contact with life. 

Philosophies come and go. Even a successful set of ideas, like 
Platonism, must change over time to adapt to new experiences 
and competing ideas. If the struggle to make our web work 
becomes great enough, we can and should look for a different 
worldview or religion.

Christianity is (in this way) like any other sophisticated 
and old web of beliefs. We have grown, changed and adapted, 
and we will continue to do so. We care about evidence, but we 
also interpret evidence to fit our basic ideas. 

Everyone, including an atheistic materialist, will do this. 
The result should be humility when it comes to my own cer-
tainty. I am a theist because I am fairly sure God exists. I am a 
Christian (in part) because Christianity makes the best sense 
of my theism. I am Orthodox, because that is the best set of 
explanations I have found for Christianity. 

Am I sure I am right? I am sure enough to base my life on 
these ideas, but not to the point of arrogance. I live my life by 
faith that is open to challenge. I am a skeptical believer. To be-
lieve is not to know for sure, but to put provisional confidence 
in it and that is one sense of faith. 

It is acceptable to believe a thing merely because you wish 
to do so, if it does any work at all in your worldview. If what we 
have been discussing is correct, we begin in belief and only use 
skepticism when we must. Assuming there is no good reason 
to doubt it, we believe what flows from our general worldview, 
Orthodoxy. On the other hand, it is bad to doubt a thing for 
which there is some evidence merely because you wish it were 
not so. 

Orthodoxy becomes a call to wonder. We are part of a 
splendid web of beliefs that answers many questions for us, so 
we can move on to wonder about better questions. Orthodoxy 
does not end speculation, but frames a door to lead to further 
wondering. 

To be skeptical can be toxic, but it is joyful to be full of 
wonder. Our secular culture has presented “religious ortho-
doxy” as if it kills wonder. In certain forms of religious “funda-

mentalism,” it does do this. We learn truths and simply repeat 
them. To an Orthodox believer, however, settling one question 
leads to one hundred more and this is a joy. 

We are the Church of wonder. 

John Mark Reynolds, PhD, is Senior Fellow in the Humanities 
at King’s College, New York; President of St. Constantine 
School; and former Provost and Professor of Philosophy at 
Houston Baptist University.
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PHILIP MAMALAKIS

W
hen we think about the title of this 
talk, it’s easy to be worried. Will our 
kids hold onto the Faith? It seems 

like the values of the world around us are, increas-
ingly, contrary to what Christ reveals to us through 
the Scriptures and tradition as true, good and right. 
It’s easy to be worried or scared for the future of the 
Church, for the future of our country and for our 
kids’ future. 

If we had a way to know, or if we knew there was some-
thing we could do to be sure, that our kids would hold onto 
the Faith, that would be good, right? Because then we would 
not have to worry. In fact, if there was some way we could have 

some certainty that our kids will stay connected to the Church 
when they leave, we could rest a little easier. 

I’ve learned that there are plenty of things to fear once you 
become a parent. Worries begin before the child is even born, 
wondering if it will be a successful pregnancy, and continue on 
through the whole life of the child. I remember when our first 
child was born, the first night we had her next to us in the bas-
sinette at the hospital, we were afraid to go to sleep. Who would 
be watching her? What if she stopped breathing? How could 
we sleep and leave her unattended? And fear has accompanied 
our parenting ever since. It was scary to watch our toddlers climb 
on a jungle gym. They could fall and get hurt. When our sev-
en- year-old asked if he could run to the neighbor’s home three 
doors down, I responded, “Call me when you get there,” mostly 
out of fear, because, really, he’s perfectly capable of going three 
doors down, but my fear says to me, “Anything can happen.” 

Raising Children Who Will Hold 
Onto the Faith in Our Secular Age
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As our kids grow up, the fears grow. When our kids start-
ed to drive, the dangers seemed incredible. Maybe, in part, be-
cause we live in Boston, but mostly because as parents we are 
keenly aware of all risks and our minds fill with all the possible 
terrible scenarios. And when our children go off to college, 
completely out of our sight and out of our control, it is easy to 
fear they will be swept away in what we fear is a culture of he-
donism and godlessness. I would feel most at peace if my kids 
never left their rooms, because then they’d be safe. Of course, 
then, they would not be able to have a life.

The temptation, as parents, when we’re afraid, is to parent 
out of fear: to control, to restrict, to intensify our monitoring, 
or to warn our children of all the possible dangers. Parenting 
out of fear is destructive to our kids. If we parent out of fear, 
we pass along fear to our children, and they will hold onto fear 
as they go out into the world. What our kids really need is to 
have the judgment and the skills to navigate the dangers of life, 
and our goal must be to equip them with those skills and that 
judgment. Few things inhibit good judgment and good deci-
sion- making more than fear. We want our kids to be aware of 

when they’re in our homes, hoping that they will continue to 
behave when they leave.

If our faith is nothing more than going to church, our 
kids will understandably drop that empty ritual as soon as they 
leave and replace it with something else on Sunday mornings 
that is easier or makes more sense, like sleeping in, going for a 
walk or just being with friends. They are too smart, and there 
are too many other competing and compelling ideas around 
them from their peers, the media and society, to do something 
just because we think it’s important…unless there’s something 

There is no fear in love; but perfect love  

casts out fear, because fear involves 

torment. But he who fears has not been 

made perfect in love.

– 1 John 4:18

the dangers and know how to keep themselves safe. Teaching 
them those skills is far more effective than instilling fear.

More than just being aware of the dangers, we want our 
kids to know what is true, right and good and how to pursue 
those things by the time they leave our homes. Life is not about 
avoiding dangers, but about pursuing good. We want our kids 
to hold onto faith, not fear, as they go out into the world. “For 
God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love 
and of a sound mind” (2 Timothy 1:7). Fear, in many ways, is a 
reflection of a lack of faith. 

And what do we mean by holding onto the faith? Do we 
mean that we want to raise kids who go to church on Sunday 
when they grow up? That’s good. But is that our goal? It’s 
tempting to think that our goal as parents is to raise kids who 
behave a certain way…and so we force them to behave that way 

The primary lesson for life  

must be implanted in the soul from  

the earliest age. The primary lesson  

for children is to know the eternal God, 

the one who gives everlasting life.

– St. Clement of Alexandria

deeper, unless those rules and that faith make sense to them, 
unless they understand and believe.

If we want our kids to hold onto our faith when they leave, 
they have to have it deep in their hearts when it is time to go. It 
has to be their faith, not just ours. That is the goal of parenting. 

THE GOAL OF PARENTING

Our goal as parents is to raise kids who understand Christ and 
His Church as the center of their lives, who internalize deep in 
their hearts what is true, real, good and right—that God is real 
and active in this world, that He created this world out of love 
and created us as an act of love so that we might be in relation-
ship with Him and His love.

Our long-term goal is to raise up children who under-
stand themselves as children of God who live their whole lives 
according to His commandments, who understand themselves, 
even while on earth, as citizens of heaven. “For our citizenship 
is in heaven from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the 
Lord Jesus Christ” (Philippians 3:20).

More than just behaving, or holding onto faith, our goal 
is that our children internalize what is true about who they 
are and who they are called to be and become. Successful kids 
know deep within their hearts that they are loved by God and 
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faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no 
law.” (Galatians 5:22–23)

We want our kids to grow up hungering for righteous-
ness so that they may be filled. We want our kids to know deep 
within their souls that the true path of success is to struggle to 
become holy, to become saints. And this is the path of acquir-
ing the Holy Spirit. More than holding onto the faith or acting 
like Christians, for us, as Orthodox, thriving means acquiring 
the Holy Spirit.

Our faith is not just about external practices and behav-
iors, but an inner transformation of the person. Our faith is 
all about our inner life, our hearts, mind, soul and strength 
turned toward God. It’s about our conversion, daily, to Christ. 
We want to raise kids who pay attention to their inner life, who 
know that the kingdom of God is within (Luke 17:21).

We acquire the Holy Spirit through our participation in 
the sacramental life of the Church, not just on Sundays, but all 
our days and with our whole life connected to this reality of 
Church and the kingdom of God. 

Seek first the Kingdom of God,  

and His righteousness, and all these things  

shall be added unto you.

– Matthew 6:33

by us and desire to freely return that love. Our goal is to help 
our children to see themselves and others as children of God, 
as icons of Christ, as holy images of God (Genesis 1:26). This 
is real self-esteem.

We want our kids to know that we are liturgical beings, 
created for worship. Our response to God’s invitation of love is 
to offer ourselves back up to Him with thanksgiving, and the 
central act of thanksgiving is the Eucharist. We were created for 
worship and we become fully human as we gather as Church, 
the Body of Christ, in worship. Far from an empty ritual, going 
to church is what makes us who we are, the Body of Christ. We 
want to raise kids who know the kingdom of heaven as real. 
Our goal is raise kids who seek first the kingdom of God and 
His righteousness (Matthew 6:33).

We want to raise children who know how to live in the 
world according to God’s ways, values and virtues. Our goal 
is to raise kids who internalize the values and virtues of the 
kingdom of God—meekness, purity of heart, peacemaking, 
patience, long-suffering, faithfulness—so when they go away 
to college or get married, they live according to these values, 
not because we are watching or because we say so, but because 
they believe these things deeply in their hearts. “But the fruit of 
the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, 

…The true aim of our Christian life 

consists of the acquisition of the  

Holy Spirit of God. As for fasts, and vigils, 

and prayer, and almsgiving,  

and every good deed done for Christ’s 

sake, are the only means of acquiring  

the Holy Spirit of God.

– St. Seraphim of Sarov,  

On the Acquisition of the Holy Spirit

In the world we will have tribulation,  

but be of good cheer,  

for I have overcome the world…

– John 16:33

We know our children will make mistakes, but we want 
them to know the joy of repentance. No matter how they 
stumble, they have a loving heavenly father who is waiting with 
open arms, not to give them a consequence for their prodigal 
behaviors, but to welcome them back. 

Our faith is not some thing we hold onto, but some One 
we seek to know and love…it is Christ, and His Father, and 
the Holy Spirit that we direct our lives to through His body, 
the Church. It is the kingdom of heaven breaking through to 
this world. More than “holding onto,” we want our kids, by the 
time they leave our homes, to know in their hearts this reality 
of God’s kingdom within them and in the Church, and walk in 
faith in Christ connected to His life-giving body. 

I want to point out that the faith that we are called to 
live by has nothing to do with fear. In fact, we want our kids to 
know that, as Christians, we are the light of the world. And no 
matter how dark the world is, or how crazy things seem, what’s 
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in us is stronger than what’s out there. We believe that the dark-
ness cannot overtake the light ( John 1:5) and we want to raise 
kids who know this, and who walk in the light, without fear. 

OUR ROLE AS PARENTS

How do we raise kids who walk in the light of Christ? How do 
we get our kids to internalize that reality of God’s kingdom? 
How do we get them to believe and to follow?

Well, the short answer is, “We don’t.” That’s not our role as 
parents. “Our goal as parents is not to transmit faith; that is the 
work of divine grace, and our task is to foster the work of grace,” 
as Sister Magdalen wrote in Children in the Church Today.

Or rather, we can’t, and if we try, we are sure to fail. First, be-
cause we can’t tell our kids what to think, what to feel or what to 
believe. It doesn’t work because it’s disrespectful to our children 
and they will feel disrespected and push us away. Telling our kids 
what they should believe misses the fact that our children need 
to be free to think on their own and figure things out themselves. 
They have to spread their wings to become their own persons, to 
choose for themselves what is true, right and good, and we need 
to respect that fact. We can teach our kids about the Faith, but 
we can’t force them to believe it. The Church does not force us 
to believe. The Gospel is always an invitation: “If anyone desires 
to come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross and 
follow me” (Matthew 16:24). Christ invites us to follow Him 
and, as an aside, loves us no matter what we decide. 

Second, we can’t instill faith in our kids. That is the work 
of the Holy Spirit. 

Parenting, in some ways, is a lot like growing a plant. No 
matter what, we don’t grow plants; that’s a natural process that 
occurs. What we can do is provide the right light, water, soil or 
fertilizer and attend to the plant, but we can’t guarantee it will 

grow. Any good farmer knows that we can only provide the best 
environment for plants to grow, but it is God who grows things. 

Our role as parents is to foster the work of grace, to provide 
the environment for our children to grow and thrive, to nurture 
an environment around our children so they grow up to internal-
ize God, Christ and His Church, as good, true and right. 

THE THREE-LEGGED STOOL OF PARENTING

Creating the environment for our children to grow in faith is, 
in some ways, like a three-legged stool. For this stool to stand, 
each leg needs to be in place. Each leg is critically important, 
but no one leg alone is sufficient. Those three legs are: the life of 
the parent; the parent-child relationship; and the connection 
between the home and the Church. Each aspect of parenting is 
crucially important, but no one aspect alone is sufficient. 

Although God can call any of our children, and many 
people, as adults, turn toward Christ and His Church without 
one or more of these legs, parenting is the process of raising 
kids toward the kingdom, which requires all three legs. 

If you are missing one of these legs, the stool will fall or  be 
off-balance, and our kids, who live their lives standing on that 
stool, will struggle. If your home is connected to the Church, 
you go to Church and force your kids to go, and have icons 
in your home, but do not have a close relationship with your 
children, they will see through the external practices and aban-
don them when they grow up. If you force your kids to go to 
church, and are close to your kids, but are not living the Faith 
yourself, they will learn that this Faith is not really true. And if 
you live a nice Christian life and are close to your children, but 
you do not connect your home to the Church, your kids will 
not understand the reality of God as the sustainer of life and 
the Church as His body. 

What saves and makes for good children is the 

life of the parents in the home. The parents 

need to devote themselves to the love of God. 

They need to become saints in the relation 

to their children. And the joy that will come 

to them, the holiness that will visit them, will 

shower grace on their children.
– Elder Porphyrios, Wounded by Love
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THE FIRST LEG: HOW WE LIVE

The single most powerful “parenting tool” we have is the way 
we live ourselves. Children learn the most from modeling their 
parents’ behaviors. Our children are wired to model what we 
say, how we act, how we treat people, what we value or priori-
tize, how we live and even what we believe. They tend to ac-
quire our values and beliefs, our virtues and our passions. In 
part this is genetic, and in part this is just by watching us. How 
many times, in a moment of stress or anger, do you find your-
self saying to your children the very things your parents said to 
you? And, you probably swore that you would never say those 
things to your own kids. 

is more than an empty ritual, then we need to pay attention, 
ourselves, to what is going on in the liturgy and connect that to 
our personal and private lives. If our involvement in the parish 
is limited to serving on committees or helping at a festival, and 
if we don’t pay attention during liturgy, listen to the Gospel or 
listen to the sermon, our kids will easily learn that people go to 
church but that the Gospel is not relevant in our lives. 

Are we seeking first the kingdom of God and His righ-
teousness? Are we seeking to know and love God with our 
hearts, minds, souls and strength? Are we pursuing spiritual 
wealth or only material wealth? Are we learning to pray, learn-
ing about what it means to be a Christian, a follower of Christ, 
reading the scriptures, joining a Bible study at church, or priori-
tizing God among all the demands on our time? We don’t need 
to force our kids to live our faith; but when we force ourselves 
to live out our faith, they will follow, because they are watching.

We’re not supposed to be perfect, because that’s impos-
sible. However, when we fail, do we take responsibility for our 
mistakes and missteps, repent and get back on track? Trying to 
be a perfect parent will teach perfectionism, which is a disease, 
but repentant parents model the path of repentance for our 
kids. Only when our kids see the values and virtues lived out in 
our lives are they able to internalize these things as real.

THE SECOND LEG:  
HOW WE RELATE TO OUR CHILDREN

There is a lot to be said about how to nurture deep, intimate 
relationships with our kids. Essentially, the deeper our relation-
ships are with our children, the more they will model our be-

The spirit of faith and piety in  

the parents should be regarded as the 

most powerful means for the preservation, 

upbringing and strengthening of the life 

of grace in children. 

– St. Theophan, Raising Them Right

As Robert Fulghum wrote in All I Really Need to Know 
I Learned in Kindergarten, “Don’t worry that children never 
listen to you; worry that they are watching you.” This is either 
good news or for parents or bad news. Our kids can tell what’s 
important in life by what their parents think is important. Our 
kids can tell what’s real and true by how we live in the privacy 
of our homes more so than how we act in public. The more seri-
ously we take our own spiritual life in Christ, the more clearly 
our kids will learn that the life in Christ is real, without us say-
ing very much. If you want your kids to know that the whole 
of the Christian life is acquiring the Holy Spirit, make that the 
central focus of your life, in all you do, in all your struggles, in 
the home and out of the home…and your kids will learn that 
it is real. 

If we want our kids to internalize the values and the vir-
tues of the kingdom of God, they need to see those values and 
virtues modeled in their parents. If we yell at a child, “Be pa-
tient,” or criticize a child by saying, “You’re mean,” we are not 
teaching patience or kindness, but anger and criticism. Do our 
children see us freak out when they break a lamp or scratch our 
car, or do they see us trying to be patient, kind, gentle and self-
controlled? If we want our kids to learn that going to church 
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haviors and become who we are. The more connected our kids 
feel to us, the more respected they feel, the more they believe 
and experience that their parents love and respect them, the 
closer they are drawn to us and the more they will adopt our 
ways, our values and our beliefs. This is not why we love our 
children, but it is a natural result of loving our children. They 
need to feel cared for and respected by us all the time and, in 
particular, when we discipline them. 

Parenting is about loving our children more than correct-
ing them, and our corrections need to reflect our love for them. 
You can’t love a child too much, but you can love them in the 
wrong way. Our love needs to reflect God’s love for them. We 
cannot criticize, overly correct, control, judge or indulge our 
children. Our children need to know that we delight in them, 
that we recognize that they are a gift to us from God, and our 
delight in them needs to inform how we relate to them when 
they’re behaving well and when they’re misbehaving. We might 
not feel delight when we’re tired or overwhelmed, but they are 
a gift, and we need to relate to them out of that truth, not out 
of our own frustrations and feelings. 

We delight in our kids by paying attention to them, as 
persons, as they grow and develop. There is no substitute for 
spending time with our children. They need us in their lives 
and when we have to be away, they need to know that they are 
on our minds and in our hearts. We need to take an interest in 
them and in their lives. They need to know not that the whole 
world revolves around them, but that their whole world is im-
portant to us. Our children develop their ideas about them-
selves, if they are loved, cared for and worthy of respect by how 
they experience us.

Spend more time listening to your children than you do 
speaking to them. Paying attention and listening to our chil-
dren communicates care, respect and love. And we want our 
kids to know that we care for them and respect them no mat-
ter how they behave. To nurture a strong relationship with our 
kids we need to learn how to discipline, set limits, or give con-
sequences with respect. 

When our kids make mistakes or misbehave, we need to 
respond instead of react. Parenting reactions are those instinc-
tive things we do based on our emotions in the moment. A re-
sponse is a thoughtful statement or action that is focused on 
the underlying reasons for a child’s behavior that models the 
very things we are trying to teach. Reactions do not respect the 
fact that a child is learning and communicates to children that 
they are bad or unloved. Responding communicates a deep re-
spect and nurtures intimacy and connection, even if we’re set-

ting limits and giving consequences. It’s good to be strict with 
children. It’s bad to be reactive. 

Responding effectively is something parents can learn, but 
it can feel very unnatural when we’re accustomed to reacting. 
Parenting out of fear is a common reaction that undermines 
a child’s capacity to grow and thrive. The more parents learn 
to respond to children’s misbehaviors, the greater the intimacy 
and connection they will have. The better we connect with our 
children, when they behave and misbehave, the more they feel 
respected and care for. The closer our children feel to us, the 
more they adopt our ways and live according to our values. But 
if we want our children to internalize the truth about Christ 
and His Church, we still need that third leg of parenting. 

THE THIRD LEG:  
LIVING AS THE CHURCH OF THE HOME 

We live in a country that celebrates the separation between 
church and state. What’s become a crisis is the separation be-
tween the church and the home. This is a crisis because chil-
dren consider the life in the home as “real life.” Our homes are 
where our children learn what is real about themselves, about 
the world, about life and even about love. They learn how to 
understand and engage with the world by how things are lived 
out in their homes. They learn what’s OK to talk about and 
what’s not. They learn how to be in relationships. They learn 
how to treat people and how to be treated by people. Our very 
souls are shaped by those intense family relationships. 

However, it is in the Church where we encounter the re-
ality of God and His kingdom, the communion of the saints, 
whom we join in worship. We don’t believe that God descends 
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upon us on Sunday, but that we ascend to the heavens and join 
the angels and saints in worshipping God. That is real life. The 
Church reveals to us the reality of our calling to live in com-
munion with God and His love. The scriptures and tradition 
reveal to us our identities as persons created in the image and 
likeness of God and show us the path of true success as a jour-
ney of growing in God’s love. 

Our children internalize this reality of God and His king-
dom when we connect the daily life of the home to the eternal 
reality of the Church. We do this by attending church regu-
larly and by our regular involvement, as a family, in the com-
munal life of the Church. We bring the external practices of the 
Church—the prayer, icons, hymns, scripture readings, etc.—
into our home life. For example, when we pray in the home 
we communicate to our children that prayer is real. Prayer be-
comes normal to our children because it is a normal part of the 
life of the home. Our children will internalize all the realities of 
the Church as we integrate them into daily life. 

We connect the Church to the home by connecting 
the interior life of the Church to the daily life of the home. 
Our children will internalize the values and virtues of the 
Kingdom of God, and the spiritual life in Christ of acquiring 
the Holy Spirit. In the home, we are working out our salvation 
(Philippians 2:12) in the daily struggles of life, learning to pa-
tient, kind, gentle, self-controlled and forgiving; our children 
learn that these virtues are real. When they go to Church and 
hear how we are called to live as Christians, they will under-
stand the Gospel as real. The more we live as the Church of the 
home the more our children feel at home in the Church. 

It is not enough just to connect our homes to the Church, 
because this is just one leg of the stool, but when our children 
see us living out our faith in our lives, feel close to us and re-
spected by us, and live the reality of Christ and His Church in 
the home, we allow them to grow and develop in an environ-
ment that nurtures the work of the Holy Spirit. We don’t need 
to talk to our kids about our Faith all the time—just live out 
of our faith all the time, in our own lives, in how we relate to 
them, and in how we connect our daily home life to the life of 
the Church. 

And when we live as the Church of the home, our homes 
become a means of reaching out to secular America because 
each of our homes are in neighborhoods, with neighbors who, 
most often, have no understanding, or have misunderstand-
ings, about God and His kingdom. Intrinsic to our identity as 
Christians, as Church, is to reach out to the world in love. By 
extension, inherent in the identity of the Church of the home 

is reaching out in love to the neighbors. We need to avoid the 
temptation to close our hearts and our homes, often because 
of fear, to our neighbors next door who might not profess any 
faith, or profess things that our contrary to our Faith. Yet, when 
we walk in love, the church of the home becomes the means of 
engaging in relationships with the neighbors. We are not called 
to make people Orthodox, but rather to love our neighbors 
and live our Faith. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to touch 
their hearts. As we open our hearts and our homes, and love 
those around us, they are naturally drawn to be close to us.

While this creates challenges, such as why we leave every 
Sunday morning when everyone else is outside playing, it is still 
our vocation as Christians to love. And, as an act of love, we 
simply explain that we are going to Church because it is the 
day of the Lord, and welcome anyone interested in joining us. 
We neither deny nor defend our Faith. We are neither apolo-
getic nor judgmental, but simply live out our lives as Orthodox 
Christians, and love those with whom we come into contact. 
In a world and a culture that is experiencing a dramatic break-
down of the family, simply living as the Church of the home, 
struggling to grow in our marriages and learning how to parent, 
is a powerful response to an increasingly secular America. 

CONCLUSION

Our kids will struggle and will make their own choices. 
Whatever our children struggle with, we are focused on foster-
ing the work of grace, primarily by the way we live, by nurtur-
ing a close, loving relationship with them, and by living as the 
Church of the home. This does not guarantee that our children 
will make the right choices when they grow up, but that is not 
why we raise our children in this way. We raise our children in 
this way because this is true, right and good, and we show our 
love for our kids not by controlling their decisions, but by liv-
ing in the truth and loving them out of that truth. The best gift 
we can give them is raising them in love toward the kingdom 
of God.

Philip Mamalakis, PhD, MDiv, LMFT, is Assistant Professor 
of Pastoral Care at Holy Cross. He and his wife, Georgia, are 
raising their seven children in Boston, MA.
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REV. FR. JOHN PARKER
 

I remember the first time, in 
youth group as a kid, that we had 
a Bible study on the Parable of 
the Prodigal Son.

The story, you will well remember, no 
doubt, is about a man who had two sons, 
one of whom told his father, “I wish you 
were dead.” (Although we don’t find that 
sentence in the biblical text, how and when 
does one usually get one’s inheritance?) 
The father, unmoved by the callousness 
of the son, “divided his inheritance be-
tween them,” that is, he gave the money 
to both sons. The “prodigal” then went to 
a far country, where he squandered it all 
in loose and riotous living—a vivid word-
painting. Finally, a famine having come 
across the land, and being in great want, 
the boy worked for a pig farmer. (How 
much more no-no could it be for a Jewish 
boy: feeding pigs! Verboten, unclean, dis-
gusting and humiliating altogether.) 

After he came to his senses, he decid-
ed to do an about-face (one of the literal 
definitions of “repentance”) and go home 
and say to his father, “I am not worthy to 
be called one of your sons, treat me as one 
of your hired servants!” So he went home 
and his father, who in that day would most 
certainly have been a reserved man, sitting 
in his proverbial 1950s armchair, to whom 
you go—he doesn’t come to you—ran out 

INSPIRING THE APATHETIC
and Reaching Out to the Nones and the Dones
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to meet his son, embraced him, put the ring on his finger, put 
sandals on his feet, and killed the fatted calf. Party! My son 
who was dead is alive! He was lost and is found!

We remember that the other brother was seriously offend-
ed by all of this. “You never threw a party for me or my friends, 
and what bad have I ever done!” And the father remained long-
suffering: “All that I have has always been yours.” (Again we 
recall that not only did he receive his half at the beginning, but 
he also had all the comforts of the estate all along!)

At that Bible study, we were asked, “Which person are 
you?” I recall choosing the “good son.” (Was there one?) I had 
been on the straight-and-narrow during my youth (as I defined 
it, at least). And then, by God’s grace, I went to college and, 
excepting only the first three weeks, pride conquered me and 
I dove into my opportunity to squander my own inheritance. 
Lord, have mercy!

For this parable, biblical and personal, I take a few 
cues. First, as Fr. Thomas Hopko taught so clearly about the 
Prodigal: the son knew home. He knew what it was and where 
it was. We, who have the benefit of knowing the Church as 
home, know where to return to when we stray from it. This will 
be important to recall later in my talk—especially since many 
Nones and Dones have no such memory—at least of Orthodox 
Christianity.

Secondly, and for the purpose of this talk, it is important 
for us to recall that we are the “bad guys” in the parables. I am 
the Pharisee. I am the harlot. I am the lawyer. I am the unforgiv-
ing servant, who strangles his neighbor after being forgiven an 
incomprehensible and unmerited amount.

If this is a fair principle—I am convinced it is—then can 
we not apply the same principle to this conference? Can we 
not say that our evangelistic efforts of any sort—whether the 
kind that goes into the pigpen searching for the Prodigal, or 
rather imitating the patient, long-suffering and merciful fa-
ther, welcoming the wanderer home—might fall into the same 
three categories? You and I are the Apathetic, the None and 
the Done.

The Apathetic: It’s all good here. We don’t need any-
thing. Proclaiming that we are “fine,” we offer a big, fat and 
happy “whatever!” to the world.

The Nones: “We don’t do that,” or more aptly for today’s 
talk, “We will have none of that.” “Evangelism is Protestant.” I 
have enough problems of my own. I am too busy. (Or perhaps 
more delicately and positively, “We don’t know how.”)

The Dones: “We have tried everything and not a one has 
come to us. Despite all of our clever efforts, our church does 

not grow. We are therefore done with trying.” Or more simply, 
“Been there, done that, didn’t work for us.” (Whatever “didn’t 
work” may mean.)

Perhaps it is necessary for us to turn our focus inward, as 
Fr. Theodore Dorrance has suggested.

His Eminence Archbishop Demetrios painted some re-
markable images in our minds as well, specifically calling secu-
larism “a total eclipse of faith.” And yet even in a total eclipse, 
one thing is true: there is a ring of light, however thin it is, that 
reminds us that the darkness has not and cannot overcome it. 
Inspiring the Apathetic and reaching out to the Nones and the 
Dones requires constant hope in the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit. This constant hope is enshrined in the motto of my state, 
South Carolina: Dum Spiro Spero, “While I breathe, I hope.”

His Eminence also described secularism as a profoundly 
spiritual problem. More specifically, he summarized secular-
ism as an “illegitimate kingdom ruled by a counterfeit evil 
god.” Thus, as I will say later, technique alone will not solve it. 
It does require strategy and study and effort to overcome, but 
we ought not forget to begin and end and bathe our efforts in 
prayer and in the confidence that “God desires not the death of 
the sinner, but that he should turn and live” (cf. Ezekiel 18:32). 

But he encouraged us with hope from the Apocalypse, 
as set down in the letter to the church in Philadelphia, that 
“[ Jesus] open[s] a door for you, and no one can close it” (cf. 
Revelation 3:8).

We are indebted to Dr. Walsh (see page 49 of this issue),  
of this issue), who walked us through how to read the statistics 
well, and in a healthy fashion. But with his instruction that the 
statistics do not paint a very accurate picture of Orthodoxy, if 
we believe that the Orthodox Faith is for everyone, we still have 
a large mountain to climb. Laying aside all other Christians in 
their sects and denominations (for the sake of simple argu-
ment), and thinking just on the Nones, Dones and Atheists: 
they still far outnumber us, and as long as there is one of them 
on the earth, we still owe them, as a debt of love, to show them 
the way to true humanity and salvation in Jesus Christ.

In a single sentence: Inspiring the Apathetic is a fear-
ful task. By definition, the Apathetic have no feeling, and by 
extension, remain “uninspired.” While we ought not to lose 
hope even for them, we can take some (strange) comfort that 
Jesus himself found them to be a difficult “demographic.” After 
speaking the comforting words about an un-shut-able door 
quoted above, Jesus instructed John to write to the Laodiceans:

And to the angel of the church in Laodicea 

write: The words of the Amen, the faithful and 
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true witness, the beginning of God’s creation. 

“I know your works: you are neither cold nor 

hot. Would that you were cold or hot! So, be-

cause you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor 

hot, I will spew you out of my mouth. For you 

say, ‘I am rich, I have prospered, and I need 

nothing’; not knowing that you are wretch-

ed, pitiable, poor, blind and naked. Therefore 

I counsel you to buy from me gold refined 

by fire, that you may be rich, and white gar-

ments to clothe you and to keep the shame 

of your nakedness from being seen, and salve 

to anoint your eyes, that you may see. Those 

whom I love, I reprove and chasten; so be zeal-

ous and repent…” (Revelation 3:14ff.) 

Apathy, here labeled “lukewarm,” yields a terrible result. Yet it is 
not hopeless. The Philadelphian door is still there.

For now, let us focus on the Nones and the Dones. Who 
are they?

Greg is thirty-one years old. He was adopted and raised 
Episcopalian. He went to parochial school as a kid, and he 
helped his mother with janitorial work at the church in order 
to pay for school. His adoptive father was abusive, and Greg, at 
sixteen years old, had had enough and left home to live on his 
own. After fifteen years of transience, he finally met a woman, 
and within a few months she was pregnant. Engaged, they live 
together with a young son, nearly six months old. They plan to 
marry when the child is old enough to be the ring-bearer. Greg 
hasn’t been to church in a long, long time. But he told me he 
longs for it—and even still has memorized the liturgy from his 
youth. He has been a None or a Done for a long, long time.

David and Sharon are retired and married—a second 
marriage for both. They were married quietly by a justice of the 
peace; the neighbors found out much later, almost by accident. 
She loves arts and crafts; he loves tinkering with electronics. 
They take walks together and share meals with neighbors. They 
give to many charities. They were both raised during the height 
of Religious America—everyone went to church. But neither 
has set foot in a church in a long, long time.

Matthew and Melissa are in their mid-thirties. They are 
committed vegans, and you know it. They have one child and 
are not planning on more. Married civilly, both work. Both live 
an active lifestyle: he runs, she is a cyclist. They are the friendli-
est people, and they never set foot in a church.

Michael is a successful engineer. He was raised Roman 
Catholic in a rather pious family. His parents are first-gener-
ation immigrants from Buenos Aires. He is a homosexual. He 

enjoys parties and late nights. He has a very generous heart—he 
is a quiet philanthropist, with a heart specifically for struggling 
immigrants. He has even done pro bono engineering work for 
churches, but he is himself done with church.

Elizabeth is a mother of four. Her husband was in min-
istry. The greatest tragedy in their lives occurred when their 
second-born son died unexpectedly and suddenly. As is all 
too common in such heart-wrenching loss, divorce ensued. 
Elizabeth found no solace and little support in her Presbyterian 
congregation. She considers herself to have a personal faith, but 
she rarely goes to church and doesn’t see much need for it.

Eleni lives back and forth between divorced parents. Her 
brother is an altar boy in a Greek Orthodox Church and very 
active in his faith. She got involved on the Internet during her 
parents’ separation and became more and more isolated from 
her family and local friends. She hasn’t been to church in two 
or more years, and she recently told her father that she is a con-
vinced Wiccan and is studying to be a witch.

Meet Jim and Andrea. Jim, a former Baptist and divorced, 
married Andrea, a pious Romanian Orthodox woman. She, 
not entirely catechized since she was a child in final days of 
Romanian Communism, agreed to marry Jim by the justice 
of the peace. He has no faith life to speak of—he was nomi-
nal, even when Baptist. When their first child came, Andrea 
instinctively knew to bring the child to church—she desires 
to have the baby baptized, and she has begun to come back to 
Church very seriously. Jim, though he was present for the bap-
tism, spent half the service in the parish hall and has not dark-
ened the door once apart from that. So here is a family where 
one is faithful and the other, done.

I met Andrew when he emailed me concerning an arti-
cle I wrote in the paper in reply to another pastor’s essay. The 
title of that pastor’s essay was something like “Study Changes 
Pastor’s Mind on Same-sex Marriage,” and it included a refer-
ence to a “scientific” study that made claims that same-sex par-
enting (two men or two women) is equally nurturing to chil-
dren. I wrote a reply entitled, “Study Confirms Pastor’s Mind 
on Same-sex Marriage.” In my essay I claimed that a study can 
prove whatever one wants to prove. Andrew dressed me down, 
“How do you (an unlettered priest) claim to know better than 
a scientific study?” He told me he was an atheist (who regularly 
reads the “Faith and Values” section of the paper—take note, a 
ray of hope!). I invited him to coffee to tell me about the God 
he does not believe in. He calls priesthood voodoo and occa-
sionally used to joke about wishing I were locked up. We have 
had regular lunches for nearly a decade. I see a ray of light.
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These are examples of the Nones and Dones, that ap-
parently increasing percentage of Americans who, for various 
reasons, have no religious affiliation at all—hence, “none”—or 
have “been there, done that” with religion and are therefore 
“done” with it. These examples, obviously do not include other 
forms of none—like those who are Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist or 
Muslim. Notice that they are grandparents and teens, men and 
women, young and old, married and single. And they also in-
clude Orthodox Christians and their families. Furthermore, if 
you scratch the surface, we find basically a Protestant Christian.

How do we reach out to them? How do we reach them? 
Should we? Are we? These are important questions raised to 
Orthodox Christians. 

Of course, to raise the question, and to have a confer-
ence such as this one, is already to acknowledge that we should 
reach out to them. And this conference, with its illuminating, 
encouraging and challenging presentations, pushes us, compels 
us to find new, more effective ways of doing so—recalling at all 
times that at the core, this is a spiritual problem.

But at this conference, we are a gathering of religious 
professionals. The ones of whom Fr. Thomas Hopko used to 
speak—the ones who would devote whole Saturdays to retreats 
to grow in our Faith. In reality, we represent only a small num-
ber (could it be 20 percent?) of our communities—that famous 
statistical 20 percent who do 80 percent of the ministry. And 
to reach out beyond our doors to the Nones and the Dones 
requires that we be well prepared to do so—especially since 
the Dones are done, to a certain extent, because of a failure to 
find the love and support they expected to at their churches. The 
struggle also before us is to share our own inspiration and care 
for the Nones and the Dones with those in our parishes who 
may not even know or notice that they exist.

The Statue of Liberty has a bronze plaque, affixed in 1903, 
inscribed with “The New Colossus,” a poem Emma Lazarus, 
whose words are well known to all:

…Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

Are our churches for them? 
The Orthodox Church, for sure, is for them—that is 

not the question. The question remains, are our churches, our 
parishes for them? Are we open to them? Are we prepared for 
them? Do we take the Lord at his word and “go out into the 

highways and hedges to compel them to come in” to the wed-
ding feast of the Bridegroom (cf. Luke 14:23)?

When our church building was under construction in 
2006–2008, we had frequent conversations about the future 
uses of our soon-to-be parish hall. We expressed a desire to one 
another that our hall be open to community use, and especially 
for various healing ministries. A number of us had some experi-
ence with Twelve Step groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous 
and Sexaholics Anonymous, and we wished and hoped that we 
might host such recovery meetings at Holy Ascension. 

Then, one afternoon, I was in the parish hall with the 
warden of our parish council and another dear friend, when 
in walked a man unknown to me. Asking if we had a few min-
utes, he began to describe that he was a “member of a fellow-
ship of men.” I interrupted him and said, “We’ve been waiting 
for you!” He was taken by surprise by my answer—and that 
from such little information, I figure out that he was speaking 
of AA. That meeting has been held at Holy Ascension since 
August 2008. It has grown from six or seven men who could 
walk to the meeting (the original purpose) to upwards of sixty 
or seventy, all of whom are finding sobriety in the holiness of 
our parish hall, surrounded by icons, etc. 

You might be wondering: not a one has yet crossed over 
from Tuesday nights to Sundays, but all comment about how 
holy the space is. I am taking a long-term view of that meet-
ing with respect to the outreach of the Church and Orthodoxy 
specifically. But more importantly, and to the point of this talk, 
the meeting has been called “We’ve Been Waiting for You” 
since that day—that is how alcoholics with a day or a decade 
of sobriety are greeted when then come through the doors of 
Holy Ascension’s parish hall on Tuesday nights.

“We’ve been waiting for you.”
Specifically, for our purposes today, can we say to everyone 

who walks through our doors, “We’ve been waiting for you”? 
And further, in terms of being fishers of men, can we take the 
next step to go out and find them—to say, like the Lord might 
for us—“We’ve been hoping to find you” (cf. Matthew 18:12)?

In his 1876 autobiography, Presbyterian missionary 
preacher Charles G. Finney, the “father of modern revivalism,” 
wrote of western New York:

I found that region of country what, in 

the western phrase, would be called, “a burnt 

district.” There had been, a few years previ-

ously, a wild excitement passing through that 

region, which they called a revival of religion, 

but which turned out to be spurious. I can 
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give no account of it except what I heard from 

Christian people and others. It was reported 

as having been a very extravagant excite-

ment; and resulted in a reaction so extensive 

and profound, as to leave the impression on 

many minds that religion was a mere delu-

sion. A great many men seemed to be settled 

in that conviction. Taking what they had seen 

as a specimen of a revival of religion, they felt 

justified in opposing any thing looking toward 

the promoting of a revival. (Emphasis mine.)

The Dones are often living in a “burnt district” of life.
In their book Church Refugees (Group Publishing, 2015), 

sociologists Josh Packard and Ashleigh Hope described this 
phenomenon. Jeff Cook summarized their argument as follows 
in his review of Church Refugees: 
• The Dones say they left because of the judgmental posture of 

church people individually and collectively which assaulted 
the communal experience they longed for.

• The Dones say they left because they are tired of trying to serve 
Jesus through the bureaucratic methods of church organizations 
which often stifled progress and gave little attention to what 
they cared for most. Many of the Dones wished to build the 
kingdom but were only offered opportunities to build some-
one’s church empire.

• The Dones say they left because they wanted to come to their 
own answers about God through dialogue and struggle, not 
though prepackaged lectures and the predetermined conclu-
sions of their church leaders.

• And the Dones say they left because their church only un-
derstood “morality” in terms of “substance abuse” and “sex-
ual activity” with a common disregard to systemic issues of 
equality, poverty and unjust economics.

Many Dones are done, in the first instance above, because 
they found finger-waggers at the church, rather than those in-
spired by the Lenten prayer of St Ephraim, “Grant me to see 
my own sins, and not to judge my brother,” not to mention the 
Plank-eye Syndrome (as my wife calls it), as Jesus teaches in the 
Gospel according to St. Matthew (7:3ff.):

Why do you see the speck that is in your 

brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is 

in your own eye? Or how can you say to your 

brother, “Let me take the speck out of your 

eye,” when there is the log in your own eye? 

You hypocrite, first take the log out of your 

own eye and then you will see clearly to take 

the speck out of your brother’s eye.

In the second instance, many Dones are done because the 
structures of the church pseudomorphized into masters in-
stead of servants. The givenness of the hierarchical nature of 
the church and the parochial extensions of that hierarchy are to 
be mirrors of Christ, who came “not to be served, but to serve, 
and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). How 
often do our structures unnecessarily hinder our martyria and 
diakonia to the world?

The third reason listed can be answered, at least in part, 
by a noteworthy program established and developed through 
the Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese. “Becoming 
Truly Human” is an eight-week course, meeting once per week, 
that gives inquirers the opportunity to hear a simple Orthodox 
teaching, and discuss it through facilitated interaction that 
doesn’t give answers but only raises questions. It is sort of a 
Montessori approach that allows others to come to our conclu-
sions through discussion and struggle. (Find out more at www.
becomingtrulyhuman.com.)

The fourth self-description would take further unpack-
ing—the false morality of today’s zeitgeist is a murder of souls. 
But we cannot be perceived as moralists. Christianity is not a 
moral code; it is a life with and for and in Christ, the result of 
which is a common morality that is life-giving.

In addition to these four reasons, many Nones and Dones 
are coming from specific expressions of Christianity that are se-
verely deficient in the basic truths of the faith, whether legalistic 
on the one hand, or completely permissive on the others. I am 
thinking in the first instance of those who have been preached 
hellfire and anti-this-and-that their whole lives, and in the sec-
ond instance, of homosexuals who wish to fight against their 
self-admitted sins, but have difficulty finding a church that says 
anything other than “indulge thyself.”

Is not the Orthodox Church the One, Holy, Catholic and 
Apostolic Church, through which people are inspired to heav-
en (as opposed to frightened from hell) and in which salvation 
and healing are rooted in turning from the lethal ways of the 
world toward the life-giving way of Jesus Christ?

Sometimes I am asked a difficult question: Do the 
Muslims worship the same God as we do? I have developed an 
answer that says both yes and no. There is a dogmatic and em-
phatic “No way!” and there is an evangelistic and missiological 
“Yes, surely.” 

The “no way” dogmatic answer is quite simple. The 
Muslims deny the Holy Trinity. They deny the divine Sonship 
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of Jesus Christ; there is a clear verse in the Koran that states that 
God “begets not, nor is he begotten” (112:3). In 2008, this verse 
was printed on a banner and posted in the plaza in front of the 
Annunciation Cathedral in Nazareth. For starters, that is a sim-
ple enough way to say, “No, we do not worship the same God.”

On the other hand, Muslims, like all human beings, are 
seeking what is good and right and true. And although they are 
looking in many of the wrong places, any prayer from a pure 
heart, in longing for the goodness of God, is heard by the one 
true God of the universe, revealed in Jesus Christ by the power 
of the Holy Spirit. In this sense, we can say, in longing for God, 
yes, they are calling out to the only One.

In a similar fashion, we face the Nones and the Dones to 
see that they, like all human beings, have a longing for the one 
true God, and have either been immersed many of the wrong 
waters, or worse. Our task, as Fr. Stephen Freeman and Fr. 
Theodore Dorrance suggested, is to begin to show them accu-
rately the one true God.

As we heard from Andrew Walsh in his explanations of 
how to read statistics, these are “spiritual but not religious” 
people. They, being created in the image and likeness of God, 
desire what we all do, but, to quote a great old U2 song, “still 
haven’t found what [they’re] looking for.”

And to a large extent, we “might should” (to use a south-
ernism) blame ourselves for having hidden our light under a 
bushel (Mark 4:21). The vast majority of Nones and Dones 
are None and Done with Protestantism, and they have known 
nothing of Orthodoxy because we have neglected our vocation 
to witness, as an act of gratitude and love, “to all the good that 
God has done for us” (cf. Luke 8:39).

In fact, I was moved with compunction this past week-
end when we read the Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man. In 
preparing this talk, I wondered to myself if the parable could 
be taken ecclesiastically: We, the Orthodox Christians, feasting 
sumptuously day in and day out on the riches of our faith and 
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, walk by the poor beggars at 
our gates, not even noticing their lack and need, not to men-
tion that they are beckoning us!

To ask the question, ”How are we reaching them?” re-
quires first the question, “Do we even see them and acknowl-
edge that they are there?”

To quote Fr. Theodore, quoting St. Paul in 1 Corinthians, 
have we simply been “seeking our own” (cf. 1 Corinthians 13:5)?

HOW ARE WE “REACHING” THEM?

Fr. Luke Veronis intentionally named this conference “How 
the Church Is Reaching Out…”

To be sure, in pockets and places, parishes are reaching the 
Nones and Dones. Yet in vast areas Orthodox are still in severe 
chaplaincy mode, caring only for “our people.” I am reminded 
of that old saying—probably from one of the Wesley brothers 
and not the oft-quoted St. John Chrysostom: Some see the par-
ish as their world. I see the world as my parish.

As I move towards some suggestions and examples, first 
I must state clearly: There is no silver bullet. Evangelization, 
evangelism, outreach, is an attitude before it is a program or 
method. Fr. Theodore was clear and accurate about that yester-
day. We ought first to begin with inner transformation: 
A. Do I have faith, or do I have a religion?
B. Do I believe what we teach, actually?
C. Can I teach someone else? How do I learn to?

But at the practical level, we also have to ask a set of refin-
ing questions:
1. Where and when are they “coming to us”? (Is this fishing for 

men, or are fish jumping in the boat?)
2. Where and when and how are we going to them?
Allow me to divide a few suggestions about how we “might” 
reach them and about how some are into two categories: jump-
ing in our boat and fishing for men.

JUMPING IN OUR BOATS

Often, thanks to the grace of God alone, Nones and Dones are 
jumping into the boat of the Church in several ways. To name 
them quickly, here are four: festivals, funerals, weddings and 
house blessings.

Festivals
Almost every Greek Orthodox Church has a festival—or two. 
Largely, these festivals focus on food and culture; to be sure, 
there are often, if not always, church tours. Hundreds, if not 
thousands, of people may be paying to take church tours. Have 
we prepared ourselves to be good stewards of that precious half 
an hour or hour? Are the docents articulate in the Faith? Able 
to answer for the hope that is in them? Conversant with the 
customary questions about our differences? Able to address, 
with grace, the firm foundation of our Faith, confronted with 
those who have been run off elsewhere? Do we have inspiring, 
professionally printed materials to share with them so that they 
can read about and reflect on Orthodoxy after they go home? 
Do we and/or can we see that the purpose of any festival is to 
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invite the willing, on their terms, to come onto the sanctified 
grounds of the Holy Orthodox Church and to go away in-
spired, filled with the Lamb of God and the Holy Spirit—and 
not just filled with delicious gyros and imported wines?

Funerals
In the United States of America, we have all but officially buried 
the funeral. Our culture no longer even has them—they have 
“celebrations of life.” This is a vastly different concept. With 
very few exceptions, the Orthodox Church, almost alone, bur-
ies the dead with concern for their souls, with the sobriety that 
we each will stand before the dread judgment seat of Christ. 
More and more, especially in areas of missionary labors, our 
own funerals are attended by non-Orthodox, including vast 
numbers of Nones and Dones. Although we cannot and will 
not turn our funerals into “altar calls,” are the priests preach-
ing the gospel of Jesus Christ in the funeral homily, or simply 
eulogizing in a “celebration of life” fashion? The funeral is one 
of the most beautiful places to speak about the reality of every 
person’s death and the joy of the resurrection.

Weddings
And weddings equally, or more so. Despite the increase in di-
vorce, and therefore remarriage, there are still large numbers 
of young people marrying. And who comes to the weddings 
of the young and (somewhat?) religious? The Nones and the 
Dones. They, the Nones and Dones, represent a large portion 
of the young adult population. Is the wedding comprehensible 
to them, i.e., in English? Are the epistle and gospel read in a 
tongue understood by those present—particularly the visitors? 
The vision of the sanctity and purpose of human marriage is 
found in no other place outside Orthodox weddings. An 
Orthodox wedding may be the only place ever that a person 
hears the truth about man and woman. Do we allow the service 
to speak to them? Is the wedding sermon a proclamation of the 
gospel, however it may be adapted to the life of that particular 
couple? Could it be a call to those present to understand and/
or convert their own lives to the way of Jesus Christ?
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House Blessings
House blessings are an integral part of the Orthodox Church 
year, and it may be the single-most overlooked opportunity for 
reaching out to the Nones and the Dones who are our neigh-
bors. Instead of a quick drive-by house blessing, why not a din-
ner, inviting the neighbors? Blessing the home, the priest can 
also even solicit the names of the neighbors for the litanies of 
prayer in the home, including them in our petitions to God 
Almighty, and then he can also give a brief homily on the sanc-
tification of matter—the Incarnation of Christ, or “How God 
loves us so much that he desires to shine light in the dark cor-
ners of our whole lives and to bless and heal us.”

FISHING FOR MEN

How and where are we actively fishing for men? Here are a 
number of examples.

The Willard Preacher
Google “the Willard Preacher” or visit www.thewillardp-
reacher.com. There you will find Gary Catell, who preaches, 
day in and day out, in front of Willard Hall on the campus 
of Penn State University. He began as a hell-fire Protestant 

preacher there, and admits that the only debate he ever lost 
was to an Orthodox Christian. He was catechized and re-
ceived into the Church, and has continued his preaching as an 
Orthodox Christian, adjusting course in the obvious ways and 
areas. Where else could we imitate him?

Talks on Tap
Many towns have “Talks on Tap” or “Theology on Tap,” and 
all the more so now that micro-brewing is in such vogue. These 
are gatherings often of None and Done beer-drinkers who are 
trying to express their sincere belief in something, but don’t 
know where else to turn perhaps because, as mentioned above, 
we Orthodox don’t have our porch light on, so to speak. Can 
we not go to these already-formed groups and bear witness to 
our Faith? Could we not organize them ourselves and be the 
host? Could we not offer ourselves as the guest speaker for a 
topic one night?

Newspaper Essays
Orthodox Christianity is a minority faith, and despite the cur-
rent trends, there are still newspapers out there that like the 
“minority religious report.” Why not file it? We must remem-
ber on the whole that our approach is neither Roman Catholic, 
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nor Protestant, but the perspective on issues in the newspaper 
presumes “that” way (they are flip sides of a single coin). Why 
not an article from a completely different perspective? We 
don’t remember the Magi on January 6; we bless waters. Pascha 
(Easter) Sunday is the only day of the whole year that we don’t 
have church Sunday morning! New icons are being painted in 
the dome: What is an icon? Who has a dome? Who paints fres-
coes anymore? I began writing in the newspaper when I notice 
over and over articles about megachurches and “contempo-
rary” services. I simply asked, “Would you be interested in the 
view of the Ancient Church, whose services are timeless, but 
not contemporary?” That led to 150 columns in the paper. The 
worst they can say is no.

Prison Ministry
The fastest growing religion in prisons is Islam. Why? Well, I am 
sure there are many sociological reasons, but I can say one rea-
son why it is not Orthodox Christianity: we don’t have much 
of a presence at all there. I give thanks for the diligent labors 
of the Orthodox Christian Prison Ministry (www.theocpm.
org), a vital agency of the Assembly of Bishops. Remarkable 
efforts have been made in recent years to put this vital outreach 
onto the radar screen of the average parishioner. Yet at the same 
time, we are largely absent from prisons. Prison ministry does 
not contribute to the bottom line, unless of course you include 
standing before the dread throne of the Lord of Glory at the 

Last Judgment. There are many ways to be involved—including 
a simple ministry of letter-writing.

Death and Burial
No one talks about death at all anymore. And our culture en-
courages us to avoid it at all costs: costly surgeries, cosmetic 
“augmentation” and now even “funerals” that involve no cas-
ket—rather, the deceased is dressed for and posed in his favorite 
activity, perhaps on a motorcycle or sitting at a table drinking 
a beer and playing cards. I am not making this up. What about 
a ministry to the dying, or to the dead? Traditional-burial so-
cieties are growing in our churches. With a blessing from our 
hierarchs, perhaps we could offer simple but beautiful burials, 
through a cooperation with funeral homes, for the countless 
people who go there with no pastor at all ever. Perhaps the 
kindness to the dead will also inspire the living to faith?

“Finding Sinners”
Personally, I would like to find some “sinners.” By that, I do not 
excuse myself, who am chief. But we spend a lot of time with 
“our people,” including many who, if asked, “aren’t that bad.” 
Laying that aside for a moment, where are our daily encounters 
with those whose lives are completely a wreck? Who and where 
are the “prostitutes and sinners” of today? Can we not go to 
them as Good Samaritans?

Twelve Steps
Lastly, for this paper’s sake, consider the Twelve Step groups, 
namely AA and SA. In these fellowships are to be found count-
less people who have written off God, blaming Him for the 
troubles in their lives. But the Twelve Steps only “work” with 
God—even if the people cannot name Him or face Him di-
rectly. That comes with time. Taking the long evangelistic view, 
and the short-term sobriety view, we can offer our sacred halls 
(parish halls!) for people to find sobriety. Sobriety—in the 
most profound sense, which does not exclude the physiologi-
cal sense—is a virtue of Orthodox Christianity. And it is cer-
tainly possible, and good to have some display in the hall of 
Orthodox materials (free, take one!) on addictions. One great 
resource that comes to mind is Fr. Meletios Webber’s Steps of 
Transformation, published through Ancient Faith. We don’t 
have to be subtle in our own parish halls.

An additional word on the Twelve Steps for healing: I am 
convinced that the number-one wrecker-of-lives today is por-
nography, which is the black plague of the twenty-first century. 
It attacks men and women, young and old, lay and ordained. 
And with the advent of the smartphone, it is the most indi-
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vidualistic silent killer around. Can our parish halls not also 
welcome Sexaholics Anonymous, whose work significantly 
reaches out to those burdened by the guilt and shame of this 
sick, ubiquitous curse?

CONCLUSION

The Nones and the Dones—and even the Apathetic and the 
Atheists—are “looking for answers,” to quote one of my fa-
vorites, O Brother, Where Art Thou? They are not far from the 
kingdom. True, the Apathetic are a much harder case, since 
apathy implies no trajectory, no movement and generally no 
concern or care. But the Lord himself still calls even them!

The Nones and the Dones in particular, in our land, are 
largely None and Done from the basic “American Christianity,” 
which on the whole is lacking. Consider for a moment that well 
more than half of the clergy in the Antiochian Archdiocese 
and the Orthodox Church in America were “Done” with that, 
at least, and found our way to this ancient Faith. One great 
advantage, one bright ray of hope, the ring around the eclipse 
I mentioned before concerning the Nones and the Dones, is 
found in that same third chapter of the Apocalypse. They are 
not lukewarm. They are either hot or cold. And one can work 
very well with hot or cold!

Recalling Revelation 3:20: “Behold, I stand at the door 
and knock; if any one hears my voice and opens the door, I will 
come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.”

We remember that just as the Lord knocks on your door 
and mine everyday, bidding us to open, he is knocking on 
theirs, too. With reference to the beautiful photo of the carved, 
candle-illumined Analogion with this article, we can find our 
place reaching out to the Apathetic, the Nones and the Dones 
as the ones holding the candle, a simple but bright flame, flick-
ering in a dark world, that indicates that Christ is in our midst, 
knocking and waiting.

The Lord has not given up on them; can we?

Rev. Fr. John Parker is Chair of the Department of 
Evangelization of the Orthodox Church in America. He also 
serves Holy Ascension Parish in Mount Pleasant, SC.
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ANDREW WALSH

L
ast May, the Pew Research Center’s massive 2015 
Religious Landscape Survey appeared, offering a chief 
finding that the United States has become significant-

ly less religious since the last Pew Landscape Survey in 2008. 
The biggest news was that the percentage of those identifying 
themselves as Christians had dropped by almost 8 percent, and 
the percentage of those who say they have no religion surged 
from 16.1 percent to almost 24 percent. 

My job involves survey research on religion, and immedi-
ately Orthodox websites rumbled and my office phone began 
to ring.

“Could it possibly be true that the number of Orthodox 
has fallen by 16 percent in just seven years?” went up the an-
guished cry, often from people who suspected a malevolent 
secularist culture was to blame. Pew had estimated a drop in 
the percentage of Orthodox adults from 0.6 to 0.5 percent.

The good news is that I could reassure my callers that 
Pew was not actually reporting a steep drop in the number of 
Orthodox. A decline of 0.1 percent in an estimated population 
represented no meaningful change. If anything, Pew’s view was 
that, in a period of sharp Christian decline, the Orthodox pop-
ulation was essentially stable. 

Stability does not imply, however, that the current “reli-
gious landscape” does not present serious challenges. Although 
the Orthodox wouldn’t and shouldn’t make theological policy 
decisions based solely on survey research, it is wise to consult 
what that research reveals about what individuals and groups 
are thinking and doing, both within the Church and in the so-
ciety and culture in which we live.

The place to begin is by admitting that until quite re-
cently the Orthodox in the United States have shied away from 

counting, which is the basis of survey research. When asked 
how many of us there are, we have—across the jurisdictional 
spectrum—have historically responded with very optimistic 
“estimates” of membership—two million Greek Orthodox, 
one million in the Orthodox Church in America, 500,000 in 
both the Antiochian Archdiocese and the Russian Orthodox 
Church Abroad, hundreds of thousands scattered elsewhere. 
These numbers were never connected to anyone actually 
counting.

However, about a decade ago, Orthodox scholars began 
conducting and publishing some internal research. Sociologist 
Alexei Krindatch, who now works for the Assembly of Bishops, 
and Anton Vrame of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese’s 
Department of Religious Education have been particularly 
active. The numbers our jurisdictions publish now are much 
more plausible, and there are even efforts beginning to be made 
to use surveys to understand the state of the Church.

In recent decades, external survey research has consistent-
ly estimated the total number of Orthodox adults (survey re-
search rarely involves interviews with children) at between 0.2 
and 0.5 percent of the population, say between 490,000 and 
1.25 million adults, including non-Chalcedonian Orthodox 
like the Armenians, Copts and Syriac Christians. In this con-
text, the Pew Landscape estimate of 0.6 percent was unusually 
high, and even the 0.5 percent for 2008 was on the historic 
high side.

A population that small is difficult to find when survey 
researchers are out taking samples. The United States Census, 
which would be the best source for data, stopped asking ques-
tions about religion in 1936. Without the census, researchers 
can produce statistically valid, random samples of the nation-
al population with total survey populations of only 1,000 or 
2,000 subjects.

AMERICAN RELIGION  

IN A TIME OF  

INCREASING  

PERSONAL CHOICE
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Because survey research is expensive, most of the vast array 
of surveys addressing religion (Gallup, Barna, NORC, Baylor, 
CARA, and Roper) use samples of this size. That might produce 
fewer than five Orthodox Christian interviews on a given sur-
vey. As a result, most of these surveys divide the American pop-
ulation into only four or five categories. The Orthodox end up 
lumped invisibly into a catchall category like “other Christians.”

Until the 1990s, most of this research about American 
religious generated very stable statistics. American religion 
looked exceptionally strong by global standards. Ninety-five 
percent of Americans believed in God; an overwhelming 
percentage (in the 85 percent range) identified themselves as 
Christians; and most reported high rates of church attendance 
and religious practice. 

There was a curious discrepancy, however. In the 1990s, 
most religious bodies were reporting significant long-term 
drops in both church attendance and active participation, de-
clines that had begun in the mid-1960s and which were far 
larger than those reported in polls based on the responses of 
individuals. Sociologists investigated and found evidence that 
many survey respondents exaggerated the frequency of their 
attendance when speaking to pollsters, either because it is so-
cially desirable to portray oneself as actively religious or be-
cause many thought of themselves as the kind of people who 
attended worship every week, even though they didn’t.

That led to intensified study and to more generously-
funded research. Foundations like the Lilly Endowment and 
the Pew Charitable Trust invested in very large-scale proj-
ects: the Faith Communities Today (FACT) studies based at 
Hartford Seminary and the National Congregations Study 
based at Duke University, to name two. These both included 
Orthodox congregations in their work. 

The next wave of work involved very large-scale telephone 
surveys of randomly sampled individuals. When counting be-
lievers, you can either ask religious bodies about their mem-
bers or ask a valid, randomly-selected sample of the entire 
population about its religious identities. The first big survey 
was the National Survey of Religious Identification (1991), 
whose researchers followed up with the American Religious 
Identification Surveys of 2001 and 2008. The Pew Landscape 
Studies followed. ARIS and Pew both had very large sample 
sizes: 50,000 plus for ARIS and 35,000 for Pew. 

Aware of the discussion about the accuracy of religious 
identification and attendance data, the directors of the NSRI/
ARIS series altered the then-standard question asked about a 

subject’s religious identity from “What is your religion?” to 
“What is your religion, if any?” This dropped the assumption 
that the subject had a religious identity—or should have a re-
ligious identity. Other researchers followed suit. What has fol-
lowed is that a growing number of respondents replied “None.” 

Since 1991, the number of Nones has risen from about 
7 percent to 24 percent, and to 34 percent of those under age 
thirty. That’s a dramatic change over such a short period, and it 
intensified curiosity about what’s happening.

Many Americans operate with an inaccurate binary un-
derstanding of the history of religion and religious participa-
tion in America—the old days were religious; nowadays, not 
so much. The reality, however, is much more complex. The 
intensity and extent of religious identification and participa-
tion has moved back and forth along a spectrum from more to 
less. There was less in the 1920s and 1930s, dramatically more 
in the 1950s, and a trend toward less from the mid-1960s on, 
just to focus on the twentieth century. In addition, individual 
religious groups have shifted their share of the population on 
many occasions. In 1960, for example, there’s a case to be made 
that half of the total population identified itself with mainline 
Protestantism; now, Protestants make up less than half of the 
population and about two-thirds of them identify as “evangeli-
cal or born again” Christians.

A rule of thumb I learned in graduate school may be help-
ful: Throughout American history, about a third of the popula-
tion has been closely tied to religious institutions and religious 
practice, about a third loosely tied, and about a third barely or 
not at all tied. Most change involves people shifting back and 
forth across the dividing lines between those groups. The ris-
ing trend of Nones may indicate that the not-very-religious are 
now increasingly willing to admit publicly that they aren’t reli-
gious. Indeed, one of the findings of Pew 2015 is that patterns 
of identification, belief and behavior aren’t changing much for 
those who say they are religious. 

Another possible explanation for declining religiosity is 
“secularization,” the notion that Americans are rejecting reli-
gion and that we’re facing an irrevocable decline of religious 
belief and vitality. I’m pretty confident that the latter is not the 
case, but secularization is part of any adequate explanation for 
the changes now taking place. To use Pew language, the number 
of atheists and agnostics is up somewhat, to about 10 percent 
of the population, but the number of people who report they 
are “not much of anything” is up dramatically, to 24 percent of 
the total population. 
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Most of these “not much of anything” people say them 
believe in God (by some definition). Some of them think reli-
gion is important, some don’t. But religion doesn’t play a role in 
their own identities. In any case, concern about secularization 
drives the current anxiety of my Orthodox phone callers, and 
of many other religious people.

My own interpretation of the growth of Nones is rooted 
in work on the ARIS, which originally identified the category 
of the Nones. ARIS argues that the rise of the Nones reflects a 
shifting balance in the cultural understanding of religious iden-
tity in America. In American culture, since at least the eigh-
teenth century there have been two broadly-held ideals about 
religious identity. One is that religion is ascribed or inherited 
as a part of family or a racial or ethnic or even regional identity. 
This arises from ideas about group continuity, moral consensus 
and the inherited sense of value in a shared “state religion.” 

The second pole is that religion is a realm of liberty 
that honors individual choice above all. There’s no doubt 
that this idea is rooted in the Protestant ideal that believers 
must come to a personal realization (sometimes a choice and 
sometimes not) that one is saved. It is fused with the strain of 
Enlightenment thought that brought separation of church and 
state to America.

Things have moved back and forth on this spectrum run-
ning from wholly-ascribed religious identity (a Jew is someone 
born to a Jewish mother, for example) to the conviction that 
religious identity must be a personal choice, which has made 
religious identity a complex and contested thing in America.

For most of the past century, ascribed religion has been 
functionally dominant—religious identity has been closely 
connected to ethnic, racial, communal and political identi-
ties. The Orthodox know all about that. Even in religions like 
evangelical Protestantism, where personal choice to be saved is 
a fundamental tenet of the faith, the social reality has been that 
most evangelical Protestants have been the children of evan-
gelical Protestants. 

Since 1970, there has been a significant move toward a 
social consensus that personal choice is the most legitimate 
basis of religious identity, including the possibility of choos-
ing no religion at all. One reason I am skeptical of irreversible 
secularization is that Pew 2015 reports that 47 percent of those 
who were born in an “unaffiliated family” say they now have a 
religious identity. 

In contemporary America, the ethos of “choosing” still 
leads most to choose to maintain the religious identity they 

were born with, although a fairly large substantial minority 
will choose at some point in their lives to change to another 
religious identity or to drop religion entirely. Many researchers 
believe that this new social license operates in one specific sec-
tor—people whose religious identity has been loosely tied to 
institutional religion—more than in others.

In the mid-twentieth century boom days of religious af-
filiation, for example, more than 85 percent of Americans sur-
veyed said they were Christians, and about 65 percent said they 
belonged to specific denominations and congregations. But 
even then, religious bodies themselves always reported much 
lower membership rates. 

Another important cause of the rise of the Nones is as-
cribed to the widespread recent decline in commitment to or 
affiliation with institutions of any sort. In this analysis, the cri-
sis is not in religious belief, but in reluctance to identify with 
institutions of any sort, but particularly voluntary ones—labor 
unions, social, ethnic or cultural groups, neighborhood groups, 
religious groups and political parties among them. Voter par-
ticipation and party registration totals are lower, too. This rise 
of this more individualistic culture was described in Robert 
Putnam’s 1995 essay and 2000 book Bowling Alone: Americans 
are still bowling, but much less often as members of teams in 
bowling leagues.

The Orthodox illustrate this broad cultural shift. The 
most troubling finding of Pew 2015 was that only 53 percent 
of those who were born into Orthodox families still describe 
themselves as Orthodox. Twenty-four percent of the “born 
Orthodox” now say they have no religious identity at all. There’s 
no question that the predominant ethos of Orthodoxy—in 
America and abroad—has relied on the notion that religion 
is a stable, inherited identity shared in solidarity within fixed 
ethnic groups. But 40 percent of those who did identify them-
selves as Orthodox in Pew 2015 said they are not affiliated with 
a parish, a tough reality for many other Orthodox to wrap their 
minds around. Coping with weakening of the ethos of ascribed 
identity will be a growing challenge for us and for our approach 
to ministry in America. 

However, it’s important to remember that the Orthodox 
Church also reaps benefits from the expansion of the ethos of 
personal choice. Since 1970, the Church has attracted a large 
number of converts, comprising perhaps a quarter or more 
of its current adherents. That’s at least partly because more 
Americans feel social permission to choose to change their own 
religious identities.
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INTERPRETING SURVEY RESEARCH

The Orthodox are now on the map, insofar as survey research 
goes, both in terms of large-scale academic survey research 
projects and the sort of internal research that is now sponsored 
by the Assembly of Bishops and exemplified by the 2011 Atlas 
of Orthodox Christian Churches, edited by Alexei Krindatch 
and published by Holy Cross Orthodox Press. A great deal of 
survey data is now available on websites like orthodoxreality.
org, hartfordinstitute.org and thearda.com.

There remain, however, reasons to treat this new internal 
data and analysis with some caution. The work of Krindatch, 
Vrame and others relies on internal surveys and institutional 
data, some of which isn’t very reliable. Although this internal 
approach is good and necessary, there also are some issues re-
lated to biases that creep in when parish priests are both prime 
informants and nominators of lay participants in internal sur-
veys. Krindatch, the most influential researcher, also tends to 
emphasize that weekly attendees at worship services constitute 
the “real” Orthodox population, even though about 70 percent 
of those who identify as Orthodox are not frequent attenders.

There are also significant reservations about even ex-
tremely large survey projects like Pew Landscape 2008 and 
2015. These have to do with a couple of statistical concepts that 
Orthodox readers, especially, need to keep in mind.

As with any survey research project that divides a large 
sample into smaller groups for study, the size of the subgroups 
makes a difference in the validity of the samples. The overall Pew 
Landscape studies are both based on extremely reliable samples 
of more than 35,000 interviews. The margin of error for the 
overall surveys is a stupendously good: less than 1 percent. 

But the margins of error for subgroup data—individual 
denominations and faith traditions—vary enormously. They are 
excellent for large groups like Catholics, Nones and Evangelicals, 
but worse, often much worse, for smaller groups. For the 
Orthodox, the margin of error for Pew 2008 was 6.4 percent, 
and for Pew 2015, it was above 9 percent—weak and worse.

The reason for very these high margins of error is that 
Pew’s national Orthodox population estimates are based 
on interviews with a very small number of individuals: 369 
(of 35,000) in 2008 and only 182 in 2015. A really robust 
Orthodox sample would require a sample size of about 1,000 
interviews, which would yield a margin of error of four percent. 

Therefore the Pew Orthodox sample is not, as statisticians 
would say, robust data. It’s especially disappointing that the 
2015 sample is so small—half the size of 2008! There’s no neg-
ligence on Pew’s part; the limitations are clearly discussed in 

the methodological sections of the reports. It is just very diffi-
cult to find many Orthodox to interview in a random sampling 
process; the 2008 sample was actually the largest Orthodox 
sample in the history of random sample survey research. 

One problem that follows from small samples is that re-
sults can swing wildly. A good (or rather bad) example is the 
very large shift in the reported gender balance of those identi-
fying as Orthodox swung from 46 percent male in Pew 2008 
to 56 percent male in 2015. The 2008 figure was typical of 
Christian groups, but the 2015 data made the Orthodox the 
only Christian group with a male cohort of more than 50 per-
cent. That’s not likely and is probably an artifact of the dramati-
cally smaller Orthodox sample group in 2015.

There were also big swings in the number of young adults, 
never-marrieds and the relatively uneducated in the 2015 sam-
ple (all up). These could be due to recent immigration, but the 
number of self-reported immigrants was up only a bit between 
2008 and 2015. There were also big swings in responses to 
some of the questions about particular beliefs, value judgments 
and political identities.

As a consequence, Pew’s findings on American Orthodox 
identity, faith and practice—unique and valuable as they are—
must be handled cautiously. Pew itself often lists no Orthodox 
findings to many survey questions because the Orthodox 
sample size is too small to be reliable. Those interested in using 
the data need to cross-check with other surveys and kinds of 
evidence. 

Some Pew findings, for example, that the Orthodox are 
the best-educated and the highest-income earning Christians, 
are probably justified, even with a small sample size, because 
they show up in other survey research. Other plausible find-
ings include comparatively lax church attendance and very 
low rates of Bible reading. It’s worth noting that many mea-
sures of intensity of religious practice used by Pew and al-
most all other American survey researchers are rooted in 
Protestant norms. There aren’t questions about whether there 
are icons in the home, how often and rigorously the feasts and 
fasts are observed, or how often an individual receives Holy 
Communion—measures that Orthodox might choose to mea-
sure religious intensity.

I’ll close with a summary of the most salient general find-
ings of the Pew 2015, without getting involved in the data ta-
bles. The full tables can all be examined in the project’s reports 
on the Pew Research Center’s website.
• Christians have lost significant ground in both relative share 

of the population and in the absolute number of people who 
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identify with the religion, from 78 percent of 178 million 
adults in 2007, to 71 percent of 173 million in 2015.

• American Christians are becoming more racially and ethni-
cally diverse, especially Catholics, evangelical Protestants and 
mainline Protestants (but including the Orthodox, which 
saw a notable bump in the number of Latino Orthodox).

• Religious intermarriage is on the rise among all groups, 
reaching 39 percent of those married in 2015 (up from 19 
percent in 1969).

• Those who claim religious identity are aging, but the Nones 
are disproportionately under 30, male, and getting younger.

• Switching religious identity is very common—about 34 per-
cent of the people sampled said they had changed identity. 
That number is 43 percent if movement among Protestant 
groups is counted as change.

• Christianity has been losing more adherents through switch-
ing than it is gaining. The disaffiliation of Catholics is par-
ticularly noticeable. Evangelical Protestant churches are the 
only Christian groups gaining through religious switching.

• Adherence to non-Christian religions has been growing 
moderately, to almost 6 percent overall, with immigration 
playing a large role in growth. 

• Nones are growing fast, largely at the expense of Christianity, 
in all four of the Census Bureau’s geographic regions and 
across most demographic categories: age, race, sex, education 
and income. Nones and new Nones are especially likely to be 
under age 30, white, male, and of relatively low income and 
educational attainment. However, not much of this change 
comes from people with close ties to religious institutions 
and high levels of religious practice.

The picture for the Pew Orthodox data, as indicated above, 
must be handled even more carefully. Here’s an overview:
• The trend of Orthodox adherence over the past twenty years 

has been modestly positive, with immigrants and converts 
playing a substantial role in that growth. The ARIS surveys 
estimated growth from 502,000 adults in 1990, to 645,000 
in 2001, to 824,000 in 2008. This is slower than the over-
all growth rate of American population, but higher than the 
average growth rate for other Christians. Pew 2015 projects 
a total number of adult adherents (including non-Chal-
cedonians) at 1.22 million. The 2010 National Census of 
Orthodox Churches, conducted by Krindatch, counts 1.04 
million adherents, 225,000 of whom are non-Chalcedonian, 
and about 294,000 “regular attendees,” about a third of 
whom are non-Chalcedonian. The national census estimates 
include children; Pew and ARIS do not.

• “Cradle” Orthodox now comprise between 70 and 75 per-
cent of those who identify as Orthodox. Just about equal 
numbers of individual are choosing to convert to Orthodoxy 
as have stopped identifying with it.

• Orthodox Christians have comparatively high rates of in-
come, education and intermarriage. Fifty-three percent of 
those Orthodox who say they are currently married have a 
spouse of a different faith or no faith. No Christian group 
has a higher percentage of college graduates or families earn-
ing incomes over $75,000.

• Of the 47 percent of those born Orthodox who reported 
choosing out of the Faith, about half said they have no cur-
rent religious identity. Among Christians, only mainline 
Protestants have a higher rate of moving to None than the 
Orthodox.

• Orthodox report comparatively low rates of attendance at 
religious services. Pew reports that the number of those who 
say they attend services once a week or more rose from 31 to 
34 percent between 2008 and 2015. The percentage of those 
who attend “once or twice a month/a few times are year” fell 
from 54 to 49 percent.

• Most Orthodox are “moderately” religious by Pew’s stan-
dards, with relatively low percentages saying they rely on 
religious teaching when making moral decisions, believe in 
absolute moral standards, read the Bible, attend religious 
education programs or Bible studies, or score high on other 
measures of intense religious belief and practice, as defined 
by Pew. Orthodox responses fall close to the Christian av-
erage on most of these questions, and more closely aligned 
with Catholic and mainline Protestant responses than evan-
gelical Protestant or historically black Protestant responses.

• Politically, most Orthodox identify as moderates (48 per-
cent), followed by conservatives. A plurality (44 percent) are 
registered Democrats.

• On the most divisive moral questions of the day, Pew 2015 
estimates that more than 60 percent of Orthodox adherents 
believe that homosexuality should be accepted, 54 percent 
favor or strongly favor same-sex marriage, and 53 percent be-
lieve that abortion should be legal in all or most cases. On 
all three questions, Orthodox views are closest to Catholic 
and mainline Protestant views. The percentage of Orthodox 
who believe abortion should be legal in all or most cases did 
drop sharply between the 2008 and 2015 surveys. Pew 2008 
estimated that 62 percent thought abortion should be legal 
in all or most cases. That’s a large swing that could represent a 
real change in response to hierarchical, clerical and lay efforts 
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to change opinions, or it may be related to volatility caused 
by the much smaller Orthodox sample size in 2015.

Although this is not a portrait of a vigorous faith group, 
neither is it a picture drastic decline. Pew 2015, to make the 
point clear, found that almost 13 percent of the total popula-
tion now says it used to be Catholic. Former Catholics are now 
listed as the third-largest individual religious group, behind 
Catholics and Nones. Survey research continues to estimate 
the Orthodox population holding at 0.3 to 0.5 percent of the 
population.

We also know there are significant regional variations 
in growth and decline both in the national population and 
among the Orthodox. Some involve the continuing concen-
tration of Orthodox believers in major metropolitan areas. 
I think more research would reveal significant and growing 
differences in patterns of belief and practice between “cradle 
Orthodox” and recent converts. American regional patterns 
of religiosity (more intense in the South and Midwest than in 
the Northeast, Intermountain West or West Coast) also exist 
among the Orthodox. And immigration, especially among the 
non-Chalcedonian Orthodox, is still a shaping factor. Forty 
percent of the Orthodox adherents in Pew 2015 said they were 
first-generation Americans. 

There’s also support for a scenario in which the Orthodox 
will endure a bitter struggle in the years ahead. In educational 
status and earning power, and in many values, beliefs and prac-
tices, the Orthodox emerge from the survey research as most 
similar to mainline Protestants and Catholics, the groups that 
are suffering the largest declines in adherence and who are the 
sources of the largest numbers of new Nones. They are also, 
like the Orthodox, very strongly shaped by patterns of ascribed 
identity. We could well be next.

Intermarriage, which we have at higher rates than any 
other Christian group, has complex results. Very often it leads 
to religious disaffiliation. Our high levels of education and af-
fluence also lead often to secular choices (so, by the way, do low 
levels of education and affluence, even more so lately).

On the other hand, as my yiayia used to say, Exei o Theos 
(“God has it”). In a less-transcendental mode, it’s very possible 
that the Orthodox can learn to cope with a culture based more 
on individual religious choice than has been the case in the past. 
Right now, some American people are choosing to become 
Orthodox, and even more are choosing to stay Orthodox. 

It’s challenging to come terms with the fact that our peo-
ple, and especially our children as they become young adults, 

will choose, one by one, whether to live the Orthodox Faith. 
In our time, this reality applies to those whose Orthodox iden-
tities are bound to ancient Orthodox homelands, fourth- or 
fifth-generation successors of Orthodox immigrants, and to pi-
ous converts. It even applies to Orthodox older folk—cradle, 
immigrant, or convert—as they move through life.

All contemporary Americans can and do make choices 
about religious identity, beliefs and practices. More than at 
most times in American history, the culture supports the right 
of individuals to make individual choices. The Orthodox are 
not shopping for new and better beliefs, behaviors and values, 
but Orthodox leaders (clergy, parents, grandparents, teachers 
and more) would be wise to come to terms with the culture of 
choice, with the forces and reasons that make choice the domi-
nant model. Like most things, the culture of personal religious 
choice has positive and negative dimensions. Our job in this 
generation is to discover these dimensions and to discern, in 
the light of the Gospel, how to maximize the positive ones.

Good social scientific research helps us to understand bet-
ter how why we think, believe and act the ways we do. This is 
not an argument in favor of the status quo or the idea or that 
change should simply be accommodated. We need more, bet-
ter and deeper social scientific research, not least because it 
can help us engage ourselves and others—including the non-
Orthodox, non-religious and anti-religious—in sustainable 
discussions about what is happening and why. 

We believe that our incomparable theological tradition is 
up to the task of discerning the right path. That process will, 
however, go better if we have a clear, empirically-accurate pic-
ture of what’s going on.

This is the time and this is the task that the Lord has given 
us. Let’s go for it.

Andrew H. Walsh, PhD, is Associate Director of the Greenberg 
Center for the Study of Religion in Public Life at Trinity 
College in Hartford, CT.
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REV. FR. JIM KORDARIS

A newspaper reporter was interviewing 
the mother of a large family of children. 
The reporter asked her the difficult 
question, “Which of your children do 
you love the most?”

Her reply showed what a wise and lov-
ing mother she was. She told the re-
porter, “I love the one who is away until 
he returns home; the one who is sick 
until he is well; the one who is hurt until 
the hurt disappears; and the one who is 
lost until he is found.”

God loves us in the same way. He loves 
and waits for his children that have left 
to return to him. He also loves his chil-
dren that are lost and he seeks to find 
them. 

Much is being written and said about 
outreach to the “un-churched” and the 
“de-churched.” Many positive and cre-
ative ideas, programs and resources 
have been developed, and more are 
currently being developed. These ef-
forts at bringing people to the local 
church may be broadly focused or they 
may be efforts of a local parish in its 
own community. Whatever the scope 
of our efforts to educate, inform and 
bring home the un-churched and de-
churched, the critical variable in this 
equation will always be the local parish. 

Management expert Peter Drucker was 
told the story of a museum that once 
polled its visitors to determine why 
they had come to the museum. The 
greatest number of visitors replied that 
they came into the museum because it 
was raining outside. The second-most 

frequent response was that they came 
in to use the restroom. To this story, 
Drucker responded with the ques-
tion, “How many of these visitors came 
back?” 

Through our outreach efforts—and 
sometimes despite the lack of them—
God will bring people through the 
doors of our churches. They will come 
for various reasons. The question we 
must ask ourselves is, “How many of 
them will come back?” We need to real-
ize that within five minutes of entering 
a church, most first-time visitors have 
already decided whether they are com-
ing back.

For the un-churched seeking a spiritual 
home, the majority of our outreach may 
entail removing impediments that keep 
first-time visitors from entering or feel-
ing welcome in our local church. We 
need to realize that the “Greek” in the 
name of our Greek Orthodox Church 
and the Greek flag that waves outside 
causes many non-Greek visitors to won-
der whether they would be welcome in 
our parishes. Potential visitors often as-
sume that they are not. 

The church website is the way that most 
first-time visitors will find a church. The 
message we send on our home page 
provides a first impression of the parish. 
This is where the visitor needs to find 
the first message of welcome, along 
with a schedule of services and descrip-
tions of the various ministries of the 
parish. The home page should avoid 
including large amounts of administra-
tive information, focusing instead on a 
message of welcome. 

In the book Lost in America: How You 
and Your Church Can Impact the World 
Next Door, authors Tom Clegg and 
Warren Bird write of their findings that 
people generally have three fundamen-
tal needs: 

1. Transcendence:  to know God and to 
feel His presence

2. Significance: to have purpose and to 
do something meaningful

3. Community: to connect with others 
through meaningful relationships

Visitors to our churches can feel the 
presence of God through participation 
in the Divine Liturgy and other services, 
and by being surrounded in worship 
and prayer by people living transfig-
ured lives. We can provide opportuni-
ties to minister to others through the 
various community service projects 
in which the parish members partici-
pate, and by encouraging members to 
lead additional ministries of service to 
the community. We provide a sense of 
community by creating opportunities 
for the people to gather socially follow-
ing Divine Liturgy for food and refresh-
ments and other occasions and events.

Will They Come Back?
Ideas on Welcoming and Retaining  
the Un-churched and the De-churched
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A useful test is to approach our local 
parish as if for the first time. What would 
our first impression be? Are the doors 
open and easy to find? Is the physical 
appearance of the building welcoming? 
Is there a sign indicating the time of the 
services? Is there a sign welcoming all 
to the parish? Does someone greet us 
and help us when we enter? Can we un-
derstand the services? Is information on 
the faith readily available? 

One Greek Orthodox woman, after vis-
iting a church with her non-Orthodox 
husband and two children, wrote the 
following about her visit: “Lighting the 
candle no one greeted me; they could 
see I was new.”

A sincere smile, a firm handshake and 
a word of welcome may be the most 
important missionary work we do. 
Bill Hybels, the pastor and founder of 
Willow Creek Community Church in 
Illinois, has written that “friendliness 
can have eternal consequences.” This is 
true for the visitor as well as the greeter.

An important step that may be taken is 
one advocated by Fr. Charles Joanides 
in his research and writing on intermar-
riage in the Greek Orthodox Church. Fr. 
Charles suggests that a parish mentor-
ing program can be essential in inte-
grating the non-Orthodox spouse into 
the community. This program could be 
expanded to all inquirers, catechumens 
and new converts to the faith. 

Fr. Charles writes, “Like godparents, 
mentors are resource persons who as-
sume the responsibility of providing in-
formation to the non-Orthodox regard-
ing any number of different questions 
and concerns.” These concerns could 
be religious, cultural or just practical. A 
parish mentoring program ensures that 
individuals new to the faith will have a 
parishioner available to them who can 
provide information and help them to 
connect with others in the communi-
ty. A mentor can reduce initial culture 

shock, and increase feelings of wel-
come and belonging. 

Thus far we have focused on those 
coming to church for the first time—
the “un-churched.” There is an equally 
important group of people who were 
raised in the Church but, for one reason 
or another, are no longer active. When 
these people return, it is critical that we 
be sensitive to the fact that it is difficult 
to return. Active members often speak 
without thinking, making the return-
ing Orthodox Christians feel judged for 
their absence, rather than encouraged 
for their return. 

In this situation, it is important to re-
move “should” language, such as, “You 
should be here every Sunday,” with en-
couraging language, as in, “We missed 
you” or “We’re so glad you’re here.” It is 
also important to get returnees reinte-
grated into the community as quickly 
as possible, finding a need for their 
particular skill sets, or a ministry group 
to which they would be a welcome 
addition.

These de-churched individuals are 
seen in Church during Holy Week and 
Christmas, and occasionally for memo-
rials, funerals, weddings and baptisms. 
These are times when we can reach 
them in a new way, showing them that 
their reasons for not attending may no 
longer be valid. One priest, in his open-
ing comments to the inevitable full 
house on Palm Sunday, says the follow-
ing: “It’s a blessing to see you all here. I 
know that some of the reasons people 
don’t attend church on a regular basis 
are 1) The services are too long; 2) It’s 
all in Greek and you don’t understand 
it; and 3) It’s all about the money. Well, 
today we started Divine Liturgy on time 
and finished in one hour and fifteen 
minutes, all of my parts were done in 
English or English and Greek, we passed 
only one tray, and the candles when 
you entered were a free-will offering. 

So unless you have any other reasons, 
please come back on a regular basis. We 
miss you.”

Thom Rainer (ThomRainer.com), a 
researcher and writer specializing in 
church growth and the un-churched, 
provides a great deal of information 
on ways to welcome those that come 
through our doors, including a list of 
things we should never say to first-time 
visitors. His work is a great resource 
in reaching the un-churched and 
de-churched. 

The key to keeping existing members, 
bringing back the inactive Orthodox 
Christians and welcoming those who 
are searching for what our Church has 
to offer can be stated in two words: 
education and engagement. Our people 
need to know their faith, and they need 
to be engaged in the life of the parish. 
Parish leadership must take every op-
portunity and utilize every resource 
available to accomplish this. 

In 1986, Archbishop Iakovos appoint-
ed a Commission for an Archdiocesan 
Theological Agenda. Their report, pub-
lished in 1990 by Holy Cross Press, still 
speaks to us today:

…[T]he faith commitment has more 
and more become a matter of personal 
choice than of social or cultural heritage. 
This means that Orthodox Christians 
must be both challenged and helped to 
move beyond religious nominalism to 
a conscious choosing of the Orthodox 
way of life based on personal knowl-
edge of the Orthodox Faith and per-
sonal experience of its value amidst the 
problems of everyday life.

Rev. Fr. Jim Kordaris serves the Greek 
Orthodox Archdiocese of America as 
Director of Stewardship, Outreach & 
Evangelism. He also serves the parish 
of St. George on New York City’s West 
Side.
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Learn more at www.come-sf.org

C.O.M.E. Commission for Orthodox 
Missions & Evangelism

A ministry of the Metropolis of San Francisco dedicated to fulfilling The Great Commission
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Why Missions & Evangelism? 



Registration begins July 2016 – online and at National Clergy-Laity 
www.outreach.goarch.org  www.come-sf.org

National Missions & Evangelism 
Conference

Hosted by the Metropolis of San Francisco’s Commission for 
Orthodox Missions & Evangelism, C.O.M.E., and St. John the 
Baptist Greek Orthodox Church in Beaverton, Oregon

Growing Orthodoxy in America

presented by the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese 
Department of Stewardship, Outreach & Evangelism, 
and the generosity of Leadership 100

October 3rd-5th, 2016 
Portland, Oregon
With Fr. Luke Veronis (Missions Institute of Orthodox Christianity at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox 
School of Theology), Fr. Theodore Dorrance (Beaverton, OR), Fr. Evan Armatas (Loveland, CO), and 
Fr. Barnabas Powell (Cumming, GA)

October 3rd-5th, 2016

With Fr. Luke Veronis (Missions Institute of Orthodox Christianity at Holy Cross Greek Orthodox 
School of Theology), Fr. Theodore Dorrance (Beaverton, OR), Fr. Evan Armatas (Loveland, CO), and 
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The National Stewardship Ministries Leadership Training Group 

provides an interactive, educational program to offer parish leadership a 

new vision for stewardship. The program includes training of parish 

leadership in the principles and procedures for implementing effective 

parish ministries. Key components of this training include an off-site, 

interactive seminar, outlining a vision for the future of the parish and 

developing skills for consensus-building, engagement of volunteers, and 

development of a council of ministries. 
 

 
 

 

The process is as rewarding as the outcome, brining parishioners together 

for thoughtful discussions of critical issues in parish leadership. 

Participants leave fulfilled, enlightened and energized, equipped with the 

tools, information and ideas to create a welcoming stewardship parish, 

dedicated to a life in Christ, where spiritual needs are met. 
 

Contact the Department of Stewardship, Outreach & Evangelism for 

more information. 

Stewardship Ministries 

PARISH LEADERSHIP TRAINING 
An Inspiring Interactive Program for Your Parish 
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From the Director

Dear reaDers,
The Department of Religious Education was very pleased to 

collaborate with the Missions Institute of Orthodox Christianity 
of Hellenic College – Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of The-
ology in publishing the papers and presentations from the confer-
ence “Speaking to Secular America: How the Church Is Reaching 
Out to the Non-religious in Our Society.” Publishing in PRAXIS 
will help the presentations reach a very wide audience. Initially we 
thought we would publish just one or two of the presentations in 
our Fall 2015 issue in advance of the conference, but it became 
very evident that publishing all of them would be better. So we 
decided to publish a double issue. In Spring 2016, we will return 
to our usual pattern.

His All-Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew said to a 
meeting of scholars in January, which I was privileged to attend, 
“Open and honest dialogue is the way of the Church and of theol-
ogy.” We hope that the articles contained in this issue of PRAXIS 
will facilitate that dialogue among parishioners and parish lead-
ers. The presentations point to many issues that Orthodoxy in 
America faces today, from challenges within our parishes to chal-
lenges presented by our societal situation. Some of the issues are 
simple and can be easily remedied, such as developing a welcom-
ing attitude toward visitors and newcomers. Others are far more 
challenging, such as decline in institutional trust and increasing 
social polarization. Dialogue and study will be essential if we are 
to begin to address these issues. 

Although dialogue and careful study are important, decision 
and action will be needed. “What then must we do?” is a common 
question in the New Testament. We should not be paralyzed by 
the size of the challenge, but we should try to discern the steps 
that each of us can take and put into practice. Greeting visitors 
with a smile should be easy to begin. Challenging the “sports on 
Sunday” paradigm in so many of our towns will take serious and 
continual effort on the part of parish leaders and parents, in part-
nership with other local religious communities, to persuade and 
pressure the programs to change. But even challenging issues can 
be addressed with action over time. 

One of the repeating themes of the presentations is connected 
to how the Church sees and cares for people. When the Church 
demonstrates care and concern—love—for all of its members, the 

Church grows. This is the example of the Church immediately 
after Pentecost, in the Acts of the Apostles. Those first Christians 
cared for one another in the name of Jesus Christ, who had given 
them life by rising from the dead and sending the Holy Spirit. The 
Orthodox Church sees all people as worthy of care merely because 
of their humanity. In his presentation, Archbishop Demetrios 
stated the following:

There is, in religion generally, and in Orthodox 
Christianity in particular, a strong sense of the value of 
each person as a unique person, due to the invaluable, 
immeasurable image of God in which each human be-
ing has been formed. It is this presence of the divine 
image in us that renders us capable of love, that divine 
agape, which comes from God alone. In that agape, 
we rejoice in the specialness, the distinctive beauty, the 
unique glory of each individual.

Communicating this message in our parishes through its min-
istries of worship, education, service, witness, and philanthropy 
should be a topic of discussion and implementation at every op-
portunity.Orthodox Christianity is a living Tradition. Over the 
centuries, the Church has creatively responded to the needs and 
crises of each age. As His All-Holiness said at the Phanar, “Our 
faith should not be regarded as stagnant or even obsolete. It must 
not be conveyed as verbose or perhaps artificial. And it cannot 
be dismissed as merely cerebral or uninspired. Our word must 
express the hope and joy, the light and life of the risen Lord. It 
must be renewed and renewing, reviving and refreshing.” The 
challenges of the day can be met. 

Anton C. Vrame, PhD
Director

Speaking to Secular America
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