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TRANSLATION
Protocol No. 840/2019

To the very reverend John Chryssavgis, Archdeacon of the Ecumenical
Throne, our beloved son in the Lord: may God’s grace and peace be with
you.

Having formally evaluated in session of the Holy and Sacred Synod the
draft document “For the Life of the World: Toward a Social Ethos of the
Orthodox Church,” created with your initiative, proposal and participation
by a group of theologians specifically charged with this task, in the spirit
and context of the decisions of the Holy and Great Council convened in
Crete, with a view to developing, cultivating and disseminating its teach-
ing, through this Patriarchal Letter and by Synodal Decree, we hereby ex-
ress to you and all members of this editorial and scholarly Commission
that labored so selflessly our commendation and congratulations as well
as our wholehearted gratitude for this extraordinary response and the sub-
mission of this exceptional essay.

Therefore, upon favorably assessing this comprehensive document,
which provides the parameters and guidelines for the social responsibil-
ity of our Church before the complex challenges and problems of today’s
world, without at the same time overlooking the favorable potential and
positive perspectives of contemporary civilization, the Holy and Sacred
Synod of the Ecumenical Patriarchate approves its formal publication as
the fruit of a collective theological achievement.

Wherefore, through our Patriarchal blessing, we invest upon you and
all those who worked tirelessly for the fulfilment of this profound task the
grace and illumination of the All-Holy Spirit of wisdom and prudence.

At the Phanar, on January 18, 2020

Your fervent supplicant before God

+ BARTHOLOMEW

Archbishop of Constantinople-New Rome
and Ecumenical Patriarch
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FOREWORD

This is my commandment:
that you love one another, as I have loved you. (John 15:12)

The appearance of this needful and excellent text,
“For the Life of the World: Toward a Social Ethos
of the Orthodox Church,” presents a mature and
reasoned discourse about our engagement with the world
and with each other, not only to the Orthodox Christian
Faithful, but to all people of good will. Let us be grateful to
the First Throne of Orthodoxy, the Ecumenical Patriarch-
ate of Constantinople, for Her patronage of its contribu-
tors and editors, and her sanction of its substance. Just as
a good mother teaches her children well, the Holy Mother
and Great Church of Christ offers these considerations
for the edification and enrichment of all, under the ex-
ceptional leadership of His All-Holiness Ecumenical Pa-
triarch Bartholomew, whose depth of vision and breadth
of experience lend invaluable perspective to the aposto-
late of the Church.

This statement does not pronounce clear-cut responses
to social challenges, but instead proposes general guide-
lines to difficult questions. Like every published docu-
ment, the work may convey a sense of something fin-
ished and complete, but it is actually an initiation of a

ix
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continuing conversation, an ongoing meditation on what
“the Spirit is saying to the Churches” (Revelation 2:7). As
Orthodox Christians, we know that the Lord Jesus Christ
said and did so much more than is recorded, such that if
everything had been written down, the world itself could
not contain the books (cf. John 21:19). Therefore, as his
disciples of our own day and time, we are responsible
to bring forth the manifestation of the “great love with
which he loved us” (Ephesians 2:4), from his divine teach-
ing and the unbroken and uncompromised tradition of
his apostles and disciples throughout history.

In a very real sense, what follows in these pagesis a con-
tinuation of the sacred and profound work of the historic
Holy and Great Council of Crete (2016). This ongoing ex-
trapolation of the Council’s pastoral and ministerial ac-
complishment is a practical and pastoral, rather than an
academic or analytical, application of the essential teach-
ings of the Christian Faith. Each heading defines an area
of Christian concern, presenting theological context and
spiritual perspectives in a clearly elucidated discourse.
The text is most apt for furthering conversations about
current and open-ended questions of contemporary life.

In the end, what this text does is open us up to the im-
plications of what it means to be loved by God, and to re-
spond to that love by loving one another. It speaks to the
best of our shared humanity, acknowledging from its first
paragraph that every human being is created to “look up
to and see God,” even as the very word “human” in Greek,

“bvBpwmog” derives from “Bvw Bpwyoxew,” to “leap up on
high.”
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Indeed, we are created and destined to live in such a
way that we reflect the love of our Creator for every crea-
ture. This text offers to the reader, who is willing to listen,
insight and guidance on how to participate in life in the
world, all the while enjoying the life in the Spirit. It is my
prayer and hope that its enlightened discourse will spur
all of us to lift our sights to our higher purpose, to the bet-
ter angels of our nature, and to richer and deeper com-
munion with God and with one another.

HOLY PASCHA 2020

+ ELPIDOPHOROS
Archbishop of America






PREFACE

The Origin of this Document

n June 2017, His All-Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch
Bartholomew appointed a special commission of theo-
logians

to prepare a formal document on the social doctrine

of the Orthodox Church, as this has been reflected

and expressed in the tradition through the centu-

ries and by the Ecumenical Patriarchate in contem-

porary practice, particularly as recently adopted in

the documents and decisions of the Holy and Great

Council held in Crete in June 2016.

The mandate of the special commission was

to submit a text in timely manner for consideration
and approval by the Holy and Sacred Synod of the
Church of Constantinople. The fruit of this delibera-
tion and composition will subsequently be published
for the benefit of our faithful throughout the world
in order to serve as a solid foundation for reference
and conversation on vital issues and challenges fac-
ing the world today.

In December 2017, the Ecumenical Patriarch issued a
formal encyclical

xiii
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to the Hierarchs of the Throne, who have assumed the
burden of pastoral service to the spiritual children of
the Ecumenical Patriarchate and who experience the
present issues and enormous challenges first-hand,
thereby acquiring a pastoral experience that is most
precious for the entire Body of the Church for the
purpose of addressing these matters,

requesting that each provide suggestions “concerning the
nature of the signs of our times as well as ways of respond-
ing to these challenges in the spirit of the Orthodox spiri-
tual and pastoral tradition” and encouraging each of them
“to submit a report on the urgent social problems” faced
by the faithful today, as well as “a pastoral response in the
context of an Orthodox ecclesiastical witness in the mod-
ern world.” Over the next two months, more than twen-
ty-five eparchies of the Ecumenical Throne responded in
detail, many of them inviting clergymen and theologians,
specialists and scholars, as well as social workers and civil
leaders to contribute to an informed report.

After formal submission to the Holy and Sacred Synod
in September 2019, the commission document was re-
ferred for assessment to Hierarchs of the Synod and Hi-
erarchs of the Eparchies in October 2019. In January 2020,
the Holy and Sacred Synod of the Ecumenical Patriarchate

favorably evaluated this comprehensive document,
formally expressing its commendation and con-
gratulations as well as its wholehearted gratitude for
the extraordinary response and exceptional work of
the commission, while approving the statement for
publication by the members of the commission in
order to provide parameters and guidelines for the
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social responsibility of the Orthodox Church before
the challenges and perspectives of today’s world,
without at the same time overlooking the favorable
potential and perspectives of contemporary civiliza-
tion.

The Theological Background

The task of producing a single statement of the social
doctrine of the Orthodox Church is of its nature a com-
plicated, not to say contentious, undertaking. The Ortho-
dox Church operates within a vast variety of cultural and
historical contexts, each with its own social and political
concerns and traditions. The Church regards its social
teaching as nothing other than a faithful transcription
of the moral teachings of the gospel into the language of
public ethics and policy, and insists that every Orthodox
Christian is called to live in the world as a faithful disciple
of Christ, called to fellowship with the whole communion
of saints. That said, the process of translating the com-
mands of Christ into the principles of social life is always
a delicate matter, often ambiguous, and rarely easy; thus
any reflection on Orthodox social doctrine must rely
upon the accumulated experience and wisdom of the
Church as a whole, throughout the world and throughout
her history. Orthodox tradition has continuously grown
and been enriched in the course of its journey through
the centuries, and from that long experience the Church
ceaselessly draws guidance—signposts along the way, so
to speak—in reflecting upon social and ethical issues. As
Fr. Georges Florovsky observed: “The Church gives us not
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a system, but a key; not a plan of God’s city, but the means
of entering it.”

In our time, the Church frequently finds itself ill-pre-
pared to respond to the realities of pluralism and global-
ization, or for that matter of individualism and secular-
ization. In many societies, the Church is tempted simply
to stand in opposition to the world, often sweepingly
denouncing and despising all its forms and fashions. All
too often, those who presume to speak for Orthodox tra-
dition believe that the Church can preserve her integrity
only by turning blindly away from the present and uncrit-
ically toward the past, seeking shelter in a petrified and
sentimentalized vision of the Christian orders of earlier
centuries. Holy tradition, however, is much more than a
static deposit inherited from the past, requiring nothing
more than assiduous curatorship and rote repetition. It
is not simply a memorial to the words of the Fathers of
old, but is rather the living and dynamic reality to which
those words pointed, the ever abiding presence of the
Holy Spirit who descended on the Apostles at Pentecost,
a constant and ever-new pilgrimage toward the Kingdom
that is to come. It is this living tradition that inspires the
Church to recover its sacred calling and that endows her
with the divine courage to transform the world with all its
new challenges from within,

to offer witness not so much from a polemical per-
spective, but from that of an ‘incarnational’ mis-
sion, following the example of the incarnate Word by
speaking to the contemporary world ‘from within'—

1 Georges Florovsky, “The Catholicity of the Church, in Bible, Church, Tra-
dition: An Eastern Orthodox View, Collected Works, vol. 1, Belmont, MA: Nord-
land, 1972, 50.
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bearing its crosses and striving to understand its
anguish.”
The Orthodox Church has long nurtured within herself
a strong and distinctive social instinct, one that has often
risen to the surface when historical circumstances have
been propitious, and that even now constitutes her prin-
cipal contribution to modern discussions of social ethics.
Metropolitan Kallistos draws a clear connection between
this social conscience and the doctrine of the Holy Trinity:

Our belief in a Trinitarian God, in a God of social
inter-relationship and shared love, commits us to
opposing all forms of exploitation, injustice, and
discrimination. In our struggle for human rights, we
are acting in the name of the Trinity.?

And Mother Maria Skobtsova (St. Maria of Paris) sees the
Church’s social vision as emanating from the sacrament
of the Eucharist:

If at the center the Church’s life there is this sacrifi-
cial, self-giving Eucharistic love, then where are the
Church’s boundaries, where is the periphery of this
center? Here it is possible to speak of the whole of
Christianity as an eternal offering of the divine lit-
urgy beyond church walls . . . and the whole world
becomes the one altar of a single temple.*

2 Metropolitan John [Zizioulas] of Pergamon, in Person, Eucharist, and
Kingdom of Heaven: Orthodox and Ecumenical Perspectives. Essays in Honor of
Metropolitan John [Zizioulas] of Pergamon, eds Pantelis Kalaitzidis and Niko-
laos Asproulis, Volos: Dimitrias Editions, 2016, 332 [In Greek].

3 Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, “The human person as icon of the Trin-
ity,” Sobornost, 8.2,1986, 6-23 at 18.

4 Maria Skobtsova, “Types of Religious Life,” Mother Maria Skobtsova: Es-
sential Writings, Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2002, 185.
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The Pastoral Dimensions

In attempting to articulate Orthodox social doctrine in
terms appropriate to modern realities—which was in-
evitably a somewhat monumental task—the commission
strove to remain mindful of certain fundamental con-
cerns specifically identified by His All-Holiness Ecumeni-
cal Patriarch Bartholomew, as well as of others identified
by those Hierarchs of the Ecumenical Throne around the
world who took the time to communicate their most ur-
gent pastoral concerns. These guidelines served as gen-
eral parameters, not as rigid boundaries, but they pro-
vided the commission inestimable aid in discharging its
extraordinary responsibility. In adhering to those guide-
lines, moreover, the commission tried to avoid nebulous
abstractions and sweeping generalizations, preferring to
offer specific principles for consideration and adoption
by the faithful and their communities. In regard to every
topic addressed, the commission sought to remain faith-
ful to the historical teachings of the Church, even in at-
tempting to bring those teachings into direct engagement
with modern concerns. It endeavored to steer well clear of
simplistic, pietistic, or legalistic pronouncements, but it
sought no less sedulously to avoid presenting the person-
al opinions of its members as authoritative statements of
Orthodox teaching. No claim is advanced in these pages
that was not arrived at through a scrupulous contem-
plation of the biblical, patristic, dogmatic, and theologi-
cal sources of the tradition as a whole. Finally, conscious
of the constant struggle of all Christians to live faithful
lives in a frequently unsettled and uncharitable world, the
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commission sought to abstain altogether from the lan-
guage and intonations of judgment or condemnation.
The document aspires to reflect the worldview and
mission of the Ecumenical Patriarchate, as expressed
both down the centuries, up to the present day. Though
the structure and style of this text are rather formal, the
commission strove to avoid empty abstraction and to of-
fer concrete moral proposals. The document’s intentions
are purely pastoral, moreover; its analysis of the pres-
ent is meant to be compassionate, its critiques strictly
constructive, and its exhortations studiously humble.
If it fails in any of these respects, the commission takes
full responsibility for the deficiency. It was undertaken,
moreover, with a genuine willingness to learn not only
from the wisdom of earlier generations, but also from the
mistakes, as well as to learn from one another in the com-
munion of the Church. In this regard, the members of the
commission submit this service to the church atlarge as a
preliminary step toward a far more expansive theological
dialogue and as an aid to spiritual growth for the Ortho-

dox faithful.

David Bentley Hart John Chryssavgis
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FOR THE LIFE OF THE WORLD

Toward a Social Ethos of the Orthodox Church

I. INTRODUCTION

It is time to serve the Lord

he Orthodox Church understands the human

person as having been created in the image and

likeness of God. To be made in God’s image is to
be made for free and conscious communion and union
with God in Jesus Christ, inasmuch as we are formed in,
through, and for him. St. Basil the Great tells us that, of
all animals, the human being was created upright so that
it might look up to and see God, worshipping him and
acknowledging Him as his source and origin. Instead of
“being dragged down to earth ... his head is lifted high
toward things above, that he may look up to what is akin
to him.”" And as we are made to be in communion with
God in Jesus Christ, Irenaeus of Lyons writes that the hu-
man being was made in “image of Christ.”” This service

1 Basil of Caesarea, Discourse 2, 15: On the Origin of Humanity, in On the
Human Condition, Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 61.

2 Irenaeus of Lyons, On the Apostolic Preaching, Crestwood, NY: St Vladi-
mir’s Seminary Press, 1997, 22.

Genesis 1:26

Colossians 1:16

2 Corinthians 4:4
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Matthew 22:37-39
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Luke 12:7

2 Peter 3:9

1 Timothy 2:4
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through prayer and action is derived from loving praise
and reverent gratitude for life and for all the gifts that
God imparts through his Son and in his Spirit. Our service
to God is fundamentally doxological in nature and essen-
tially Eucharist in character.

To say we are made to serve God is to say we are made
for loving communion: communion with the Kingdom
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; and
through communion with God as Trinity, human beings
are also called into loving communion with their neigh-
bors and the whole cosmos. Our actions are to flow from
love of God and loving union with him in and through
Christ, in whom we meet and treat our brother and sis-
ter as our very life.’ This communion with Christ in the
face of our neighbor is what lies behind the first and great
commandment of the Law to love God with one’s whole
heart and one’s neighbor as oneself.*

Being made in the image and likeness of God, each per-
son is unique and infinitely precious, and each is a special
object of God’s love. As Christ taught, even the hairs of [ylour
head are all numbered. The immensity and particularity of
God’s love for each of us, and for all of creation, surpasses
human understanding. It is imparted to us with an ab-
solute generosity, by a God mindful not of our sins but
of his own will that none should perish, but rather that
all should be saved and come to know the truth. Hence it
is a love that seeks to form each of us into ever greater
conformity with God’s own goodness, and that therefore

3 Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anthony the Great, 9, 3. PG 65.77B.

4 See Basil, Ethics 3-5. See On Christian Ethics, Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2015.
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tirelessly enjoins us to seek to cultivate in ourselves—in
thought, word, and deed—a love for our neighbor, and
for all our fellow creatures, as unstinting as God’s own. It
calls us to an ever greater communion with one another,
with all those whose lives we touch, with the fullness of
creation, and thus with him who is the creator of all. The
ultimate destiny, moreover, to which we are summoned,
is nothing less than our theosis: our deification and trans-
formation by the Holy Spirit into members of the body
of Christ, joined in the Son to the Father, whereby we be-
come true partakers of the divine nature. In the words of
St. Athanasius: “The Son of God became human so that
we might become divine.” But, then, this must be a cor-
porate destiny, as it is only through our participation in
the community of Christ’s body that any of us, as a unique
object of divine love, can enter into full union with God.
Our spiritual lives, therefore, cannot fail also to be social
lives. Our piety cannot fail also to be an ethos.

The world we inhabit is a fallen order, broken and dark-
ened, enslaved to death and sin, tormented by violence
and injustice. Such is not the condition God wishes for
his creation; it is the consequence of an ancient estrange-
ment of our world from its maker. As such, it is a real-
ity that can in no way dictate or determine the limits of
our moral responsibilities to our fellow creatures. We
are called to serve a Kingdom not of this world, in ser-
vice to a peace that this world cannot give. We are called,
therefore, not to accommodate ourselves to the practical
exigencies of the world as we find it, but instead ever and

5 Athanasius, On the Incarnation 54.3. PG 25b.192B. See Athanasius: Contra
Gentes and De Incarnatione, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1971, 268.

Matthew 5:43-48

John 18:36

John 14:27
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Romans 8:28
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again to strive against evil, however invincible it may at
times appear, and to work for the love and justice that God
requires of his creatures, however impractical that may at
times prove. On the path to communion with God, it is
humanity’s vocation not merely to accept—but rather to
bless, elevate, and transfigure—this world, so that its in-
trinsic goodness may be revealed even amidst its fallen-
ness. This is the special purpose of human life, the high
priestly calling of creatures endowed with rational free-
dom and conscience. We know, of course, that this work
of transfiguration will never be complete in this life, and
can reach its fulfillment only in the Kingdom of God; still,
however, our works of love bear fruit in this life, and they
are required of all who would enter the life of the age to
come. The Church knows that such efforts are never in
vain, moreover, because the Holy Spirit is also at work in
all the labors of the faithful, bringing all thing to their fru-
ition in due season.

As the requirements of Christian love are unremitting,
those who are joined to Christ may on many occasions be
called to pursue God’s goodness even to the point of self-
sacrifice, after the model of their Lord. The work of trans-
figuring the cosmos is also a struggle against everything
distorted and malignant, both in ourselves and in the
damaged structure and fabric of a suffering creation; and
this means that, inevitably, this work must be an ascetical
labor. To a very great degree, we are called to strive against
the obstinate selfishness of our own sinful inclinations,
and to undertake a constant effort to cultivate in ourselves
the eye of charity, which alone is able to see the face of
Christ in the face of our every brother and sister, “the least
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of these,” whom we meet as though each of them were
Christ himself. Hence the Apostle Paul’s use of the image
of the athlete in training as a metaphor for the Christian
life. But this labor should also be undertaken in common,
as the corporate effort of a single body whose many mem-
bers sustain and support one another in a life of shared
love and service. This is truly a work of love, not of fear. It
is the natural expression of a life transformed by the Holy
Spirit, a life of joy, at whose communal heart stands the
Eucharist, the ever-renewed celebration of God’s lavish
self-donation, the sharing of his very flesh and blood for
the life of the world. In giving himself always anew in the
Eucharistic mystery, Christ draws us forever to himself,
and thereby draws us to one another. He also grants us a
foretaste of that wedding-feast of the Kingdom to which
all persons are called, even those who are at present out-
side the visible communion of the Church. However great
the labors of Christians in this world, out of obedience to
the law of divine love, they are sustained by a deeper and
ultimately irrepressible rejoicing.

The surest warrant for and charter of an Orthodox social
ethos is found, before all else, in the teachings of Christ.
No feature of our Lord’s Gospel is more pronounced and
constant than his absolute concern and compassion for
the poor and disenfranchised, the abused and neglected,
the imprisoned, the hungry, the weary and heavy-laden,
the despairing. His condemnations of the luxuriance of
the wealthy, of indifference to the plight of the oppressed,
and of exploitation of the destitute are uncompromis-
ing and unequivocal. At the same time, the tenderness of
his love for “the least of these” is boundless. No one who

Matthew 25:40, 45

1 Corinthians 9:24-27
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aspires to be a follower of Christ can fail to imitate either
his indignation at injustice or his love for the oppressed.
In this regard, Christ’s teachings confirm, while making
even more urgent, the largest and most universal moral
demands made by the Law and the Prophets of Israel:
provision for the destitute, care for the stranger, justice
for the wronged, mercy for all. We find the most resplen-
dent examples of Christian social morality, in fact, in the
life of the Apostolic Church, which in an age of empire
created for itself a new kind of polity, set apart from the
hierarchies of human governance and all the social and
political violences, chronic and acute, upon which those
hierarchies subsist. The earliest Christians were a com-
munity committed to a radical life of love, in which all
other allegiances—nation, race, class—were replaced by
a singular fidelity to Christ’s law of charity. It was a com-
munity established in the knowledge that in Christ there
is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, nor any
division in dignity between man and woman, because all
are one. And so, also, it was a community that shared all
things in common, that provided for those in need, that
permitted those with means to return to the common
good the bounty they had reaped from creation, and that
required no laws and no powers of enforcement except
those of love. Though the Orthodox Church knows that
society as a whole operates upon different principles than
these, and that Christians have it in their power to remedy
social ills to only a limited degree at any time and in any
place, still it holds up the ideal of the Apostolic Church as
the purest expression of Christian charity as a social logic
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and communal practice, and judges all human political
and social arrangements in light of that divinely ordained
model.

All peoples possess some knowledge of the good, and
all are able to some degree to perceive the requirements
of justice and mercy. Though the children of Israel were
especially blessed in receiving the Law of Moses, and
though the Church enjoys a special knowledge of the love
of God as revealed in the person of Christ, still the deepest
moral commandments of God’s law are inscribed upon
every human heart, and speak to the human intellect and
will as the promptings of conscience. Thus, as Irenaeus
says, the divine precepts necessary for salvation are im-
planted in humankind from the beginning of time;* and
these laws, “which are natural, and noble, and common
to all” were then amplified and enriched and deepened
in the new covenant of liberty imparted by Christ to his
Church.” These precepts are “the law of the mind”;® they
are among the deepest rational principles, the eternal
logoi, written upon the foundation of creation and resid-
ing eternally in the Logos, the divine Son.” Hence, in many

cases, “conscience and reason suffice in the Law’s stead.”®

6 Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 4.15.1. See Sources Chrétiennes 100, Paris:
Cerf, 1965, 548-549.

7 Irenaeus, Against the Heresies, 4.16.5. See Sources Chrétiennes 100, Paris:
Cerf, 1965 571-572.

8 John of Damascus, The Orthodox Faith, 4.22.. PG 94.1200B. See St. John of
Damascus: Writings, The Fathers of the Church 37, Washington, DC: Catho-
lic University of America Press, 1958, 389.

9 Maximus the Confessor, Ambiguum 42. PG91.1329C. See On Difficulties in
the Church Fathers, Dumbarton Oaks Medieval Library 28, Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2014, vol. 2, 123-187.

10 John Chrysostom, Epistle to the Romans, Homily 5.5. PG 60.429.

Romans 2:15
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But in Christ we have received a new outpouring of the
Spirit and have become a new holy priestly people, under
this new covenant of liberty—a covenant that does not
abolish the natural law, but rather enlarges its range and
makes its demands upon us absolute. This means that
Christians are permitted, and in fact obliged, to act as a
prophetic presence in the world, speaking not only to the
closed company of the baptized but to the whole of cre-
ation, recalling human beings everywhere to the decrees
written into their very nature, and summoning them to
the sanctifying labor of justice and mercy. And we take the
Mother of God as our great exemplar here, for it is she, in
her freely given assent to become the place of the advent
of divine love in person—in her cooperation (synergeia)
with God—who has bequeathed to us the purest model
of true obedience to God’s law: a willingness to give our-
selves entirely to the presence of God’s Son, to become the
shelter and tabernacle of his indwelling in this world, to
receive God’s Logos as at once the highest vocation and the
greatest fulfillment of our nature.

II. THE CHURCH IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Let us commend our whole life unto Christ our God

Christian hope lies in the Kingdom of God and not in the
kingdoms of this world. The Church puts her trust not in
princes, in sons of men, in whom there is no salvation, but rather
in the Son of God who has entered history to liberate his
creatures from all those practices and structures of sin,
oppression, and violence that corrupt the fallen world.
Over the course of Christian history, Christians have lived
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under diverse forms of government—empires, totalitar-
ian regimes, liberal democracies, nations with Christian
establishments, nations with other established creeds,
secular states—some of which have proved amicable to
the institutional Church, some hostile, and some indif-
ferent. No matter what the political regime to which they
have been subject, however, the principal home of Chris-
tians in this world is in the celebration (at times open,
at times in secret) of the holy Eucharist, where they are
enjoined to “set aside all earthly care” (Divine Liturgy of
St. John Chrysostom) and to enter at once both into the
unity of the body of Christ in history and into the joy
of God’s Kingdom beyond history. The Eucharist, in be-
ing celebrated and shared by the faithful, ever and again
constitutes the true Christian polity, and shines out as
an icon of God’s Kingdom as it will be realized in a re-
deemed, transfigured, and glorified creation. As such, the
Eucharist is a prophetic sign as well, at once a critique of
all political regimes insofar as they fall short of divine love
and an invitation to all peoples to seek first the Kingdom of
God and its justice. Here we have no enduring city, and must look
instead for the city that is to come; here we are strangers and pil-
grims; but here also we enjoy a foretaste of that final re-
demption of all social order in God’s Kingdom, and have
been entrusted with a sign to exhibit before the nations,
by which to call them to a life of peace and charity under
the shelter of God’s promises.

The Orthodox Church cannot judge all forms of hu-
man government as equivalent with one another, even
though all fall far short of the Kingdom. It unequivocal-
ly condemns every kind of institutional corruption and

Matthew 6:33
Hebrews 13:14

Hebrews 11:13
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totalitarianism, for instance, knowing that it can bring
nothing but mass suffering and oppression. Neither does
the Church insist that Christian citizens of established
states are required in every conceivable situation to sub-
mit to the powers that be or to consent to the social and
political orders in which they find themselves. Of course,
Christ himself acknowledged the right of the civil author-
ity to collect taxes when he said, render therefore to Caesar
the things that ave Caesar’s. And it is true that, in very special
circumstances, the Apostle Paul enjoined the Christians
in Rome to obey the justly constituted civil authority of
the city and empire, and even recognized the legitimate
authority of those who “carry the short-sword”—machai-
rophoroi, which is to say soldiers, military policemen, civil
guards, or taxation enforcement officers—empowered to
preserve civic peace. But this isolated counsel clearly does
not constitute any kind of absolute rule for Christian con-
duct in all imaginable circumstances. This we know from
the words of the Apostle Peter to the Council in Jerusalem,
which was the duly appointed legal authority of Judaea:
When the commands of even a legally established political
authority contradict our responsibilities as Christians, we
must obey God rather than men. More to the point, Paul’s ad-
monitions to the Christians of Rome concerned only the
situation of the Church under a pagan imperial authority,
and tell us nothing now regarding how Christians should
seek to order society and promote civic peace when they
themselves wield power, or regarding what Christians
may require of peoples and governments when exercising
their prophetic vocation to proclaim and witness to God’s
justice and mercy to the world. Even Christ, in cleansing
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the Jerusalem Temple of moneychangers and merchants,
did not hesitate to defy both the policing powers of the
Judean Temple authorities and Rome’s universal ordi-
nances against civic disorders. The Church should, of
course, seek to live at peace with all persons in whatever
lands it inhabits, and to offer that peace to everyone; and
in most cases this requires obedience to the laws that ex-
ist in those lands. Even so, the Church remains in some
sense always an alien presence within any human order,
and recognizes that God’s judgment falls upon all human
political power in some measure. Christians may and of-
ten must participate in the political life of the societies
in which they live, but must do so always in service to the
justice and mercy of God’s Kingdom. Such was the injunc-
tion from the earliest Christian period: “We have been
taught to pay all proper respect to powers and authorities
of God’s appointment, so long as it does not compromise
us.”" At times, this may entail participation not by way of
perfect obedience, but by way of the higher citizenship of
civil disobedience, even rebellion. The Kingdom of God
alone is the Christian’s first and last loyalty, and all other
allegiances are at most provisional, transient, partial, and
incidental.

In many countries in the world today, civil order, free-
dom, human rights, and democracy are realities in which
citizens may trust; and, to a very real degree, these so-
cieties accord persons the fundamental dignity of the
liberty to seek and pursue the good ends they desire for
themselves, their families, and their communities. This
is a very rare blessing indeed, viewed in relation to the

11 The Martyrdom of Polycarp, 10. PG 5.1037A. Early Christian Writers: The
Apostolic Fathers, New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1987 [revised], 128.
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entire course of human history, and it would be irrational
and uncharitable of Christians not to feel a genuine grati-
tude for the special democratic genius of the modern age.
Orthodox Christians who enjoy the great advantages of
living in such countries should not take such values for
granted, but should instead actively support them, and
work for the preservation and extension of democratic
institutions and customs within the legal, cultural, and
economic frameworks of their respective societies. It is
something of a dangerous temptation among Orthodox
Christians to surrender to a debilitating and in many
respects fantastical nostalgia for some long-vanished
golden era, and to imagine that it constituted something
like the sole ideal Orthodox polity. This can become an es-
pecially pernicious kind of false piety, one that mistakes
the transient political forms of the Orthodox past, such
as the Byzantine Empire, for the essence of the Church
of the Apostles. The special advantages of the Church
under Christian rule may have allowed for the gestation
and formation of a distinct Orthodox ethos within the po-
litical spaces inhabited by Orthodox Christians, but they
also had the unfortunate additional effect of binding the
Church to certain crippling limitations. Far too often, the
Orthodox Church has allowed for the conflation of na-
tional, ethnic, and religious identity, to the point that the
external forms and language of the faith—quite evacu-
ated of their true content—have come to be used as in-
struments for advancing national and cultural interests
under the guise of Christian adherence. And this has of-
ten inhibited the Church in its vocation to proclaim the
Gospel to all peoples.
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Thus it was that the Council of Constantinople in 1872
condemned “phyletism,” which is to say the subordination
of the Orthodox faith to ethnic identities and national in-
terests. A love for one’s own culture is an honorable senti-
ment, solong asitisa generous sentiment as well, allied to
awillingness to recognize the beauty and nobility of other
cultures, and to welcome exchanges between and fruitful
intermixtures of all cultures. And patriotism can be a be-
nign and wholesome feeling, so long as it is not mistaken
for a virtue in itself, or for a moral good even when one’s
country has become profoundly unjust or destructive. But
it is absolutely forbidden for Christians to make an idol of
cultural, ethnic, or national identity. There can be no such
thing as a “Christian nationalism,” or even any form of
nationalism tolerable to Christian conscience. This must,
unfortunately, be emphasized at the present moment,
on account of the unexpected recrudescence in much of
the developed world of the most insidious ideologies of
identity, including belligerent forms of nationalism and
blasphemous philosophies of race. The crimes born of ra-
cial injustice—from the early modern rebirth of chattel
slavery along racial lines to the later regimes of South Af-
rican apartheid or legal segregation in the United States,
all of which were enforced by violence both organized and
random—are very much a part of the whole of modern
Western history, of course; but racialist ideology as such
is a toxic relic of the superstitions of the pseudo-science
of the late eighteenth to early twentieth centuries. And,
while genuine scientific advances (in such areas as molec-
ular v, genomics especially) have exposed the very concept
of distinct races—or of separate genetic clades within the
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human species—as a vicious fantasy, with no basis in bio-
logical reality, the poisonous notion of race remains a part
of the conceptual world of late modernity. There could be
no greater contradiction of the Gospel. There is only one
human race, to which all persons belong, and all are called
as one to become a single people in God the creator. There
is no humanity apart from the one universal humanity
that the Son of God assumed in becoming human, and it
embraces all persons without distinction or discrimina-
tion. And yet, sadly, the rise of new forms of political and
nationalist extremism has even resulted in the infiltration
of various Orthodox communities by individuals commit-
ted to race-theory. The Orthodox Church condemns their
views without qualification, and calls them to a complete
repentance and penitential reconciliation with the body
of Christ. And it must be incumbent on every Orthodox
community, when it discovers such persons in its midst
and cannot move them to renounce the evils they pro-
mote, to expose, denounce, and expel them. Any ecclesial
community that fails in this has betrayed Christ.

No matter what the political arrangements in which
Orthodox Christians find themselves, when they emerge
from their celebration of the holy Eucharist they must re-
enter the world always anew as witnesses to God’s eter-
nal Kingdom. In their encounters with others who do not
share their faith, Orthodox Christians must remember
that all human beings are living and irreplaceable icons
of God, fashioned for him in their inmost nature. No one
should seek to advance the Christian faith through the use
of political power or legal coercion. The temptation to do
so has often been—and in some cases still is—especially
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acute in Orthodox countries. One of the more morally
corrosive aspects of modern democratic politics is the
tendency to slander and revile—even, in fact, to demon-
ize—others with whom one does not agree. Indeed, there
is no other space than in the political, perhaps, where the
modern Christian must strive more assiduously against
the prevailing tendencies of the age, and seek instead
to obey the commandment of love. Orthodox Christians
should support the language of human rights, not be-
cause it is a language fully adequate to all that God in-
tends for his creatures, but because it preserves a sense of
the inviolable uniqueness of every person, and of the pri-
ority of human goods over national interests, while pro-
viding a legal and ethical grammar upon which all par-
ties can, as a rule, arrive at certain basic agreements. It
is a language intended to heal divisions in those political
communities in which persons of widely differing beliefs
must coexist. It allows for a general practice and ethos
of honoring each person’s infinite and inherent dignity
(a dignity, of course, that the Church sees as the effect of
God’s image in all human beings). Orthodox Christians
must recognize that a language of common social accord,
one that insists upon the inviolability of human dignity
and freedom, is needed for the preservation and promo-
tion of a just society; and the language of human rights
has the power to accomplish this with admirable clarity.
Neither, certainly, should Orthodox Christians fear the re-
ality of cultural and social pluralism. Indeed, they should
rejoice in the dynamic confluence of human cultures in
the modern world, which is one of the special glories of
our age, and take it as a blessing that all human cultures,
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in all their variety and beauty, are coming more and more
to occupy the same civic and political spaces. The Church
must in fact support those government policies and laws
that best promote such pluralism. More than that, it must
thank God for the riches of all the world’s many cultures,
and for the gracious gift of their peaceful coexistence in
modern societies.

Ours is, it is often said, a secular age. This is not to
say, of course, that religion has faded from all societies.
In some of them, in fact, it remains as potent a cultural
force as it ever was. And, even in the most thoroughly la-
icized and secularized nations of the West, religious be-
lief and practice remain far livelier than one would expect
if the religious impulse were merely an accidental aspect
of human culture. But the constitutions of most modern
states, even those that formally recognize an established
church, assume the civic priority of a public space devoid
of religious associations, and of a political order free from
ecclesiastical authority. Many today, in fact, believe that
democratic society is possible only to the degree that re-
ligion has been relegated to the private sphere entirely,
and allowed no role in the articulation of policy. This is, of
course, an unreasonable demand, and one that becomes
despotic if enforced by coercive legal means. Human ethi-
cal convictions do not evolve in conceptual vacuums, and
religious adherence is an inseparable part of how a great
many communities and individuals come to have any no-
tions at all of the common good, moral community, and
social responsibility. To silence the voice of faith in the
public sphere is also to silence the voice of conscience for
a great many citizens, and to exclude them from civic life
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altogether. At the same time, however, the dissolution of
the ancient compact between state and church—or throne
and altar—has also been a great blessing for Christian
culture. It has freed the Church from what was all too fre-
quently a slavish and unholy submission to earthly power
and a complicity in its evils. It is, in fact, very much in the
interest of the Church that the institutional association
of Christianity with the interests of the state be as tenu-
ous as possible, not because the Church seeks to withdraw
from society at large, but because it is called to proclaim
the Gospel to the world and to serve God in all things,
uncompromised by alliance with worldly ambitions. The
Orthodox Church, then, should be thankful that God has
providentially allowed for the reduction of the Church’s
political enfranchisement in most of the lands of ancient
Christendom, so that it may more faithfully conduct and
promote its mission to all nations and persons. Certainly,
the Church can be at peace quite happily with a political
order that does not impose theological conformity upon
its people by coercive means, as such an order allows the
Church to make a far purer and more immediate appeal
to the reason and conscience of everyone.

In no sense does this preclude the Church from direct
and robust cooperation with political and civil authorities
and organs of state in advancing the common good and
pursuing works of charity. Christianity began as a minor-
ity religious movement within an imperial culture either
indifferent or hostile to its presence. Even then, in times
of distress, such as periods of plague or famine, Chris-
tians often distinguished themselves by the selflessness
of their service to their neighbors. And, throughout the
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early centuries of the faith, the Church’s provisions for
the desperate—widows and orphans especially, who were
often the most indigent and imperiled persons of the an-
cient world—made it the first organized institution of so-
cial welfare in Western society. After the conversion of the
empire to Christianity, moreover, there was no more sig-
nificant change to the legal and social constitution of im-
perial society than the immense expansion of the Church’s
philanthropic resources and social responsibility. No gen-
eral characterization of the relation of Church and state
in the period of the Christian empire is possible; the al-
liance bore fruit both good and bad; but no one should
doubt the immense improvement in the Western concep-
tion of the common good that was inaugurated in—and
that slowly, fitfully unfolded from—the introduction of
Christian conscience into the social grammar of the late
antique world. In time, this cooperation for the sake of the
common good was enshrined within Orthodox tradition
under the term “symphonia” in the Emperor Justinian’s
Novellas.”” This same principle was operative in the con-
stitution of many Orthodox nation states in the post-Ot-
toman period. And today, as well, the principle of sympho-
nia can continue to guide the Church in her attempts to
work with governments toward the common good and to
struggle against injustice. It cannot, however, be invoked
as ajustification for the imposition of religious orthodoxy
on society at large, or for promotion of the Church as a po-
litical power. Rather, it should serve to remind Christians
that this commitment to the common good—as opposed

12 See Justinian, Novella 6, 35.27-21. See The Novels of Justinian: A Complete
Annotated English Translation, vol. 1, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2018.
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to the mere formal protection of individual liberties, par-
tisan interests, and the power of corporations—is the
true essence of a democratic political order. Without the
language of the common good at the center of social life,
democratic pluralism all too easily degenerates into pure
individualism, free market absolutism, and a spiritually
corrosive consumerism.

III. THE COURSE OF HUMAN LIFE

Sanctify our souls and bodies,
and grant that we may worship you in holiness
all the days of our lives

The course of a human life on earth—if it reaches its nat-
ural conclusion—begins in the moment of conception in
the womb, extends from childhood to adulthood, and cul-
minates at last in the sleep of bodily death. But the stag-
es of human life differ for each soul, and every path that
any given person might take, whether chosen or uncho-
sen, leads to possibilities either of sanctity or of spiritual
slavery. And in each life the opportunities for ascetic self-
denial in service of God’s love, and for the work of trans-
figuring creation, are unique. The proper end of every life
well-lived is that of seeing God face to face, of theosis: Beloved,
we are God’s children now; it does not yet appear what we shall
be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for
we shall see him as he is. Yet the journey each person takes
through life is also beset by temptations, most especial-
ly the temptation to follow those paths that lead only to
one’s own advantages or aggrandizements rather than to
expressions of love for God and solidarity with neighbor.

1 Corinthians 13:12

1John 3:2
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The Church seeks to accompany the Christian soul all
along its way in this world, providing not only counsel but
also the means of achieving holiness. And, at every stage,
the Church proposes diverse models of life in Christ, di-
verse vocations for Christian living embraced within the
one supreme vocation to seek the Kingdom of God and its
justice.

The Orthodox Church’s reverence for God’s image, even
in the smallest among us, is expressed not only in the bap-
tism of infants, but also in their immediate admission to
the Eucharist. There could be no greater sacramental affir-
mation of Christ’s instruction to his disciples to find the
truest model of life in God’s Kingdom in the innocence
of children. Christ himself entered the world by way of
his mother’s womb, and passed through both infancy and
childhood, growing in wisdom and stature. Every aspect
of human life has been sanctified and glorified in having
been assumed by the eternal Son of God; but, in becom-
ing subject to the fragility and dependency of infancy and
childhood, the Son revealed with a very special emphasis
the astonishing magnitude of God’s self-outpouring love
in the work of salvation. The innocence of children is,
therefore, a thing of extraordinary holiness, a sign of the
life of the Kingdom graciously present in our very midst,
and must be the object of the Church’s ceaseless concern
and diligence. The protection and care of children is the
most basic and most essential index of any society’s dedi-
cation to the good. As Christ warned us, whoever causes one
of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for
him to have a great millstone fastened round his neck and to be
drowned in the depth of the sea. Sins against the innocence of
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children are sins of an especially loathsome kind. No of-
fense against God is worse than is the sexual abuse of chil-
dren, and none more intolerable to the conscience of the
Church. All members of Christ’s body are charged with
the protection of the young against such violation, and
there is no situation in which a member of the Church,
on learning of any case of the sexual abuse of a child, may
fail immediately to report it to the civil authorities and
to the local bishop. Moreover, every faithful Christian is
no less bound to expose those who would conceal such
crimes from public knowledge or shield them from legal
punishment. Neither should any priest ever grant abso-
lution to the perpetrator of such a crime until the latter
has surrendered himself or herself to criminal prosecu-
tion. The Church is called also to strive for the protection
of children around the globe who are—even in an era
in which childhood mortality and disease are in decline
globally—still subject in many places to war, enslavement,
destitution, child labor, and (in the special case of young
girls) arranged marriages, often as child brides. So long
as these conditions persist in any part of the world, the
Church cannot rest in its efforts to end them, by appeal
to government authorities, by charitable aid, by assis-
tance in systems of adoption, and by advocacy on behalf
of these little ones. It is also the Church’s responsibility to
work everywhere for the general improvement of child-
hood conditions in places where there is insufficient ac-
cess to clean water, good medical care, vaccinations, and
other basic necessities. At no time can the Church cease to
make clear to all children that they are known and loved
by God, or fail to celebrate the exceptional charisms of
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childhood: spontaneous joy, curiosity, imagination, and
trust. Indeed, as Christ taught us, adults should learn to
emulate children in these natural gifts: Whoever humbles
himself like this child, he is the greatest in the Kingdom of heaven.
In our time, as has never before been the case, children
are exposed throughout their waking hours to a host of
electronic devices and mass media, dedicated in large part
to the promotion of unremitting material acquisition. As
His-All Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew stat-
ed in his 2016 Proclamation of Christmas:
A child’s soul is altered by the influential consump-
tion of electronic media, especially television and the
internet, and by the radical transformation of com-
munication. Unbridled economics transforms them,
from a young age, into consumers, while the pursuit
of pleasure rapidly causes their innocence to vanish.

The Church and parents must remember always that de-
sires are shaped in childhood, and with them character.
It is a gross dereliction to allow children to become so
absorbed in a world of fleeting materialist fascinations
and trivial material appetites as to leave their deeper ca-
pacities for love, selflessness, reverence, generosity, joy in
simple things, and indifference to personal possessions
undeveloped. Christ called his followers to imitate the
guilelessness of children, but much of late modern capi-
talist culture seeks to rob children of precisely this pre-
cious virtue, and to convert them instead into engines of
sheer covetous longing. To protect children against this
profound perversion of their created natures is one of the
most urgent responsibilities incumbent upon adult Chris-
tians in the age of mass communication. St. John Chrysos-
tom advises parents that they serve as “gatekeepers of the
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senses” for their children.”? A gatekeeper is not a tyrant,
as Chrysostom makes clear; but, in controlling a child’s
access to the world, the gatekeeper endows him or her
with the ability to govern his or her own appetites in later
life. And this role of gatekeeping may be more important
today than ever before, given how completely our senses
can be overwhelmed by the incessant din and spectacle of
modern mass media.

In most pre-modern societies, the period of childhood
was succeeded directly by adulthood, and with it in most
cases a life of labor. In our time, increasingly, we have
come to think of the transition between childhood and
adulthood as an intermediate period, and not necessarily
a brief one. Many young adults, for instance, wait some
time before detaching themselves from their childhood
households and setting out upon independent paths to
discern their vocation, and in many cases wait even lon-
ger before marrying, having children, and establishing
households of their own. As with all large social chang-
es, this reality comes with both privileges and perils. The
principal benefit of allowing the young a longer interval
in which to discern what their own peculiar gifts and vo-
cations might be is that it liberates them from too great
a sense of fated careers. The principal danger is that, in
some, this period of decision will become a habit of in-
decision, even procrastination, and therefore an unnat-
urally prolonged condition of dependency, immaturity,
and uncertainty. Here the Church must be ready to of-
fer counsel and encouragement to young adults: to urge

13 John Chrysostom, On Vainglory and the Right Way for Parents to Bring Up
Their Children 27. See Sources Chrétiennes 188, Paris: Cerf, 1972, 114.
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them to advance into life with faith, but also to do so pru-
dently and prayerfully, seriously seeking to discover the
particular gifts God has given them for the work of trans-
figuring a fallen world and serving God’s justice and mer-
cy among others. The Church must be acutely conscious
that it is at this stage of human life that sexuality and the
shape of sexual longing become special concerns, and in
many cases a cause of consternation and even confusion.
In itself, this is nothing new in the human condition, but
ours is an age in which sexuality has become yet another
area of life colonized by the logic of consumerism and
the dynamics of the market. Sexuality has today, in fact,
become as much a consumer strategy or consumer prod-
uct—tantalizing in its fluidity and pervasiveness—as an
innate dimension of human personality. The Church and
the community of the faithful must offer young adults a
vision of sexual relations as life-giving and transfiguring:
an intimate union of body, mind, and spirit, sanctified by
holy matrimony. The body is a temple of the Holy Spirit with-
in you, and even in its sexual nature is called to exhibit the
sanctity of God’s dwelling place.

We live in an age in which sexuality has come