
sr.TOiiws samta QUUBIBM 
Vol. 5 1961 Numb. 1-8 

THE ORTHODOX CHURCH 

in 

AMERICA 

PAST and FUTURE 

ST. VLADIMIR'S ORTHODOX THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY 

NEW YORK CITY 

BX 
460 
S3 
v . 5 : 1 - 2 
C . 4 

CT 



The Unity of the Orthodox Church in America 

Serge S. Verkhovskoy 

Last June the primates of the Orthodox Churches in America 
decided to create an ail-American standing episcopal conference or 
synod "for the consideration and resolution of common problems,, 
the coordination of efforts in matters of common concern, and the 
strengthening- of the unity which is the essence of Orthodoxy" as 
it was said in the minutes!. Eleven different commissions will be 
established by this synod. They will wtork in the fields of Christian 
education, theological schools, Orthodox chaplaincy in colleges, 
boy scout organizations, English translation of the services, chap
laincy in the armed forces, missionary activity and fund raising. 
One of these commissions will deal with relations of the Ortho
dox Church in America with other denominations. Another will 
follow civil legislation of the United States on church afairs. The 
Synod will direct the activity of the Council of Eastern Orthodox 
Youth Leaders of America. 

One can but rejoice at the organization of the Pan-Orthodox 
synod. And we must wish it great success. Nevertheless this synod 
is only the first step toward final unification of Orthodoxy in Ame
rica, and there are certainly many obstacles in obtaining this goal. 

Many orthodox Christians understand the necessity of unity, 
and it is known to all how destructive the effect of this division of 
Orthodoxy is regarding the fruitfulness of church activity, church 
discipline, education, relation with other denominations, etc. How
ever, indifference to the unity of Orthodoxy is widely spread. Behind 
this indifference, there is one of the most dangerous defects in the 
life of the Orthodox clergy and people in America: indifference to 
everything beyond the limits of parish life. Many Orthodox laymen 
and priests not only disregard whatever does not directly concern 
their parishes, but are even inclined to consider everything above 
parish life as dangerous for their parishes and not deserving con
fidence. Unity,cooperation and obedience to the central authorities 
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is often considered as harmful to the rights and interests of the 
parishes and particularly dangerous to their property rights... 
Among the bishops we also see a reticent attitude towards the 
problems of unification; the reasons for this reticence are probably 
various. But in any case it is the duty of the episcopate to fead the 
Church toward unity, a good example of which we see in the orga
nization of the Synod. 

We must also point out that the Orthodox of Western Europe 
and America are unfortunately accustomed to divisions. In Western 
Europe the Orthodox Church was never canonically organized be
cause very few Orthodox lived there before the 1920's. In America 
there existed a strictly canonical organization before the Russian 
Revolution that created such a terrible turmoil in the Russian 
Church. Since the 1920's for forty years already a complete disuni
ty reigns among the Orthodox in America. During this period 
almost IV2 generations have grown up. It is no wonder that the exis
tence of numerous "jurisdictions" seems normal. It is dreadful 
that the people are so used to this evil. But even within some of 
these jurisdictions there is no unity. Parish separatism ruins church 
life. The canonical consciousness of many Orthodox approaches 
that of the Protestant Congregationalists, who recognize the full 
independence of each parish, the union of which has the form of a 
federation. These parishes recognize only those obligations which 
they willingly accept. Some Orthodox in America openly proclaim 
that the parishes not only have the right to oppose their rectors 
and bishops, but that the decisions of the general councils of the 
Church are not binding to them. Anarchical ideas poison the life of 
our Church. The episcopate often feels helpless in the face of this 
evil. 

Not only does parish separatism lead to the denial of the ne
cessity for unity, but nationalism does so even more strongly. Too 
many Orthodox either consider nation higher than Church or Or
thodoxy as a national religion and sometimes even as a nationalistic 
form of Christianity. The intelligentsia and hierarchy share this 
idea no less than do the people; therefore it is difficult to overcome 
this deformation of the understanding of the relations between re
ligion and nationality. From the point of view of church natio
nalism, the division of the church into national groups is the best 
form of its organization. This division is consciously asserted and 
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supported although it contradicts Orthodox canons and was con
demned by the Constantinopolitan patriarch as the heresy of filetism. 

The last obstacle in reaching the unity of Orthodox Churches 
in America is the existence of clergymen irregularly ordained. Ex
perience shows that the majority of Orthodox churches refuse to 
be in communion with this clergy, but thousands of Orthodox re
cognize it. The reason for this acceptance is again nationalism: 
the people are ready to accept any hierarchy, even irregularly or
dained if it is nationalistically minded. The Orthodox hierarchy 
would probably be willing to grant a regular ordination to this 
clergy for the sake of "economia."* We hope that this possibility 
will be used as it was by a bishop this year... A church with a 
falsely ordained hierarchy is in a position worse than in a schism: 
such a church has no apostolic succession of ministry and can be 
excommunicated from the Orthodox Church. This will necessarily 
also happen in America if the "self-ordained" hierarchy does not 
canonically regularize its position. 

We have said that the newly-created Synod is only a first step 
towards the perfect organization of the Orthodox church in America. 
Cooperation between Orthodox jurisdictions is indeed highly desir
able. But the very existence of many jurisdictions in one country 
contradicts the canons. 

The Orthodox Church must be organized on the territorial 
principle which requires that there should be only one church orga
nization or as we now say jurisdiction (diocese, metropolitan district, 
patriarchate), in every country. Before the 1920's there existed 
no case in the whole history of the Orthodox Church of the same 
territory being governed by several bishops, in other words, that 
there existed more than one diocese on the same territory. 

Until the present no one objected to this principle. Orthodox 
belonged everywhere to the same Church organization and were 
under the jurisdiction of the same bishop regardless of their origin, 
nationality, class, profession and convictions concerning the affairs 
of this world. It happened at all times that Orthodox living in the 
same city were of various nationalities and generally differed in 

* Economia .s a principle by which the Cnarch eases the sti.ctness of its 
laws by condescension 
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many respects, but before the present it occured to no one to or
ganize several indépendant jurisdictions in the same place on account 
of this fact. Parishes might use different languages. We know that 
in the second century already there were parishes of different na
tionalities in the same cities but they always belonged to the same 
diocese. When the Bulgarians wished to establish their own diocese 
in Constantinople, the patriarch condemned them. He was right 
although the Greek hierarchy itself sometimes sinned against Or
thodox tradition by compelling other nations to have services in 
Greek and by imposing Greek priests and bishops on them. From 
the mtost ancient times variety of languages in the Church was 
considered completely normal and in apostolic times already clergy
men could be of any nationality. In general the Church does not 
condemn differences of secular character which might exist among 
us, but it does not estalblish its own organization on the basis of 
them. 

Some believe that nationality is far deeper and more spiritual 
than is territory: nationality is connected with moral consciousness, 
love of our country and culture; territory is but a section of land, 
which has no spiritual meaning. Is it not better to esablish the 
Church on more spiritual principles? This question is answered by 
Our Lord in His teaching labout love of neighbors. Our Lord teaches 
us to love all men, whoever they are. He affirms that the highest 
and deepest link between men is their unity in God and their faith
fulness to Him which is the essence of the Church. The value of 
national relation and kinship is not denied by Jesus Christ, but He 
puts them in second place. The commandment about the love of men 
orders us to love our neighbors that is those with whom we are in 
direct relation and to whom we can do good. Let us remember the 
parable of the good Samaritan, which was told by Christ exactly 
for the purpose of explaining who is our neighbor. The thieves who 
wounded the Jew were probably of the same nationality as he was 
as also were those who passed by indifferently. His neightbor be
came the Samaritan, a man of different nation, hostile to the Jews. 
He became a neighbor because Providence brought him to the side 
of the wounded man and he did not remain indifferent to his suffering. 
Therefore to love our neighbor means to love him with whom we 
are in direct relations even if he is our enemy. Inability, or to say 
better, lack desire to love oar nei^L^ior is the inability or refusal 
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to be Christian. In search for closeness with people of the same na
tionality one does not need to be a Christian. If Orthodox living in 
the same city do not want to belong to the same church organization 
they ruin the very essence of the Church, which is to unite all neigh
bors in mutual love and faith in God. Thus the territorial principle 
is not at all superficial. On the contrary it expresses the fundamen
tal task of the Church, to unite all men, if only communion between 
them is possible in fact. If people of different nationalities are 
incapable of uniting even within the Church, they prove that they 
do not live as Christians but as men of this world. 

When St. Paul proclaimed that in the Church there are no 
Greeks or Jews, no bound or "free, no male or female, but Christ is 
all and in all/' he not only proclaimed the moral commandement of 
unconditional love among all Christians but also points out the very 
essence of the Church, that is to be in Christ. In Christ we find 
communion with God, spiritual perfection, knowledge of truth and 
justice, the power of Grace, love from God, reconciliation with Him 
and with men, spiritual purity and liberation from evil. The Ortho
dox faith, the life in Grace (in particular the sacraments and ser
vices), moral law and holiness; all this elevates us above this world 
and must be the content our Christian life regardless of the nation to 
which we belong and the form of our life and activity on the earth. 
The task of Church organization is to organize our common Christian 
spiritual life because the life of the Church must be Christian and 
spiritual and not simply one of the forms of wordly social activity. 
Therefore the organization of the Church, by the very nature of 
its purpose, must be independent from everything worldly. 

if the Church and its organization must be the same for every
one it does not mean that variety is excluded from this unity. There 
can be different forms of spiritual life (contemplative, active, 
mystical, moral, ascetic) although all these elements have to be 
present in some measure in the life of every Christian. There can 
be different tendencies in theology, especially developing one of its 
aspects. There can be variety in services and rites. Christians can 
use different languages. All the more we can have different politi
cal convictions and in general a different understanding of the 
problems of this world. But if such a variety is admissible in the 
Church it must not be a cause of division. Nevertheless this/ is 
exactly what the Orthodox of Western Europe and America have 
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been doing for the last forty years. We divide the Church according 
to nationality, language or attitude towards the Communist govern
ments. If some group founds a parish it is inclined to consider it as 
its own property, independent from any general organization of the 
Church. If we would really possess the spirit of the Church, we \vould 
create national, political and cultural organizations within Ortho
dox society, without trying to organize a special jurisdiction for 
each of them. No people would believe that if they found a parish 
it belongs to them independent from the Church like some organiza
tion arising from the private initiative of a group of persons. 

Let us discuss the general problems of the place of nationali
ty in Orthodoxy. Since apostolic times the Church blessed patriotism, 
faithfulness to the state, the use of our own language. If it is good 
to love our people, the first duty of Christian patriotism is to con
vert our nation to Christianity, to make it really Christian, to create 
a national Christian culture and statehood. Christ and the apostles 
tried to convert their own, that is the Jewish people, first. However 
the majority of the apostles finally consecrated their life to preach
ing among other nations.. This fact shows that the love of other 
nations is not less natural and necessary for Christians than pa
triotism. It is generally easier to serve our own people but some^ 
times, as it was in the case of Jesius Christ and the apostles, ou^ 
own nation is' closed to Christianity while others are far more open. 

The creation of a national Christian culture is a great and 
honorable task. The Russian culture of the nineteenth century was 
on the whole Christian and in this lies its great importance. However 
the main task of the Church is in establishing a purely Christian 
culture directly connected with theology, church art, services and 
spiritual life. The national element in sudi a culture is secondary. 
Such for example was the Byzantine church culture. 

Many Orthodox sincerely believe that Orthodoxy itself is 
nothing more than a religious form of their national life. They admit 
necessity for each nation to have a religion even if the latter is not 
considered important. To some nations this religion is Orthodoxy, 
therefore it is natural for all those belonging to these nations (for 
example Russians, or Greeks) to be Orthodox, and to be unfaithful 
to Orthodoxy for them is to be unpatriotic. Thus religion is lowered 
to the significance of a simple addition to national life. 
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There is a more refined but equally incorrect understanding 
of the national character of religion. It consists in the recognition 
of an absolutely inseparable link between religion and nation. 
However important religion may be it is always necessarily national, 
being the highest creation of the national spirit. If one nation takes 
on the religion of another it falls under its spiritual influence From 
this point of view Christianity is a form of Judaism and all Chris
tian nations are in their religious aspect under the influence of 
ancient Israel. Orthodoxy becomes a Christian form of Hellenism... 
Religion outside a nation is an abstraction: in real religion every-* 
thing is national and is connected to the developement of the na
tional spirit and history. 

The only truth in this theory is that the relation between re
ligion and nationality can indeed be very deep and that one nation 
may be converted by the missionaries of another. However it is 
wrong that religion is the product of a national spirit. Even the so 
called natural religions (except primitive paganism) were founded 
by great religious leaders and thinkers. Their influence on their 
people was far more considerable than the influence of environment 
was upon them Where true religion is concerned its very truth
fulness results from the fact that it is based on divine revelation! 
We believe in the revelation of the Holy Spirit and not of Jewish 
spirit; Orthodoxy is for us a doctrine preserved in its purity and 
explained by the God-bearing Fathers, and not the creation of Hel
lenistic genius. True religion is the gift of God to men, although, 
once accepted by them it becomes a part of their life. Nations are 
born and die, are converted to the Faith and loose it, but the Church 
remains and shall always remain the same. All the faithful, regard
less of nationality belong to the one "holy nation" of God, (I Pet., 
11:9) participating in the Church which was founded not by men 
and nations but by God. In general it is wrong to consider the 
Church as a worldly or purely human institution. Men and nations 
can grow spiritually in the Church. Because of their efforts and 
cooperation with God, the body of the Church can develop. How
ever its essence, that is grace, truth and the spirit of true life, is 
always of God and not of us or of this world. 

The danger of nationalism in the Church is not only in its divid
ing character but also in the fact that it replaces little by little the 
spirit of Christianity by national traditions, interestsi and even pas-
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sions. The Church sometimes becomes an instrument of gaining 
national and political goals. The hierarchy more or less consciously 
blesses that which is desired by the people and state. Finally the 
church is led by the nation and not the nation by the Church. Ma
ny inadmissible compromises are justified by the affirmation that 
they serve national interests. 

The nationalism of Orthodox people in America inevitably 
has a double character: one is related to the former fatherland 
and one to the United States. The second is at present not as strong 
as the first, although Orthodox are politically absolutely loyal and 
become ramdly Americanized as far as education and way of 
life a1^ concerned. The nrcior°lism of the Orthodox people is shown 
mainly in the Church, in the closeness of those of the same origin 
and in the particular interest which each group has for their former 
country. The last two forms of national feeling are completely na
tural, but the first can be both good and bad. It is good to be faith
ful to the Christian tradition of our nation but it is bad to divide 
the Church because of an excessive nationalism and to be indifferent 
to the Orthodox from other nations. On the other hand it is only 
deplorable that many Orthodox know so little of their national 
culture (partly on account of lack of education) and that the second 
generation of American Orthodox forgets their own national language 
despite the fact the knowledge of, for example Russian and Greek, 
is appreciated everywhere. If there are some dangers in nationalism 
from the religious point of view, it does not mean that we must 
fight national Christian traditions. In the eyes of the people them
selves the latter consist primarily in particular ways of celebrat
ing the services (in language, music, rites, etc). The problem of 
language must be freely solved by each parish, which can either 
use only one language or English and the national language simul
taneously. The attitude of the Church toward national organizations 
must be positive, but an excessive or exclusive nationalism only 
must be condemned. The cooperation of all Orthodox national or
ganizations is certainly very desirable. 

It seems to me that taking the strength of nationalism among 
the Orthodox into consideration, it would be admissible for the sake 
of economia to have special vicariates or deaneries, uniting the 
parishes according to their nationality or language, within the 
limits of each diocese. The Orthodox Church in North America 
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could be divided into no more than ten diocesss for ihis purpose, 
so that in each of them there would be a sufficient number of par
ishes to form national vicariates or deaneries. 

Nevertheless all the parishes existing in a certain territory 
must be united in only one diocese. This is the requirement of the 
dogma of the unity of the Church, of the canons regulating Church 
administration and of Christian ethics calling for the unity of all 
Christian regardless of their nationality. We must finally under
stand that the divisions in the Orthodox Church in Western Europe 
and America may be called at best a „spiritual illness7' but morel 
strictly speaking it is a betrayal of Orthodoxy. 

The diocesan bishop must have the M l authority granted to 
him by the canons. However it would be natural and desirable to 
have periodical meetings of the suffragan bishops and deans of the 
diocese besides regular diocesan conventions of all the clergymen 
and lay representatives. The vicariates and deaneries could organize 
their own meetings. 

The nationality of candidate for diocesan bishop could be con
sidered as indifferent if this candidate would be accepted by the 
greater majority of the diocesan convention (for instance by more 
than 4/5 of voices). In the opposite case a regulation could be 
established according to which each new bishop should be of a dif
ferent nationality than the previous one. 

The same principle could be applied to the election of the Pri
mate of the whole American Church. Thus the danger that the 
government of the Church would be taken by one nationality would 
be eliminated. The head of the American Church should govern in 
cooperation with the council of all bishops which could be convened 
twice or thrice yearly. 

Only a united Orthodox Church in America would be perfectly 
Orthodox and strong. Only a united Church could overcome the 
divisions, disorders and the spirit of separatism which we so often 
meet. Only a united Church could be able to elevate rapidly the 
level of Church education by an organized and energetic effort. At 
present even the bishops very often feel helpless to encourage 
education. The clergy and laity are often indifferent to this problem. 
There is neither a sufficient number of well-trained personnel nor 
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sufficient funds for this purpose. Ignorance of one's own Faith is 
pernicious for the Church. For this reason thousands of Orthodox 
leave the Church or become socalled nominal believers... In general 
our Church does only part of the work which is necessary to be 
done: there are very few Orthodox schools, very few books about 
Orthodoxy, no missions, monasticism is weak, Orthodox students 
in colleges don't receive sufficient religious guidance, the number 
of chaplains» in the armed forces is insufficient, we have no Ortho
dox hospitals and Orthodox patients are sometimes neglected (e. g. 
in New York) ; welfare organizations are weak. Our Church is re
presented in interdenominational organizations not as it should be. 
All this is chiefly the consequence of bad organization and lack of 
experienced personnel. A united Church would certainly overcome 
all these defects. 

At this time the significance of Orthodoxy in America is not 
great. In the eyes of Americans we are one of the secondary deno
minations which is divided into many organizations and is not very 
active. This would change if Orthodoxy were united. The United 
States is now one of the greatest powers on earth. A strong Ortho
dox Church in this country could have a great influence all over 
the worM, and could help the Orthodox Churches abroad far more 
than we now do. It is a real misunderstanding to believe that sepa
rate national jurisdictions in America can do more for their mother 
Churches than could a united Orthodox Church. 

When the Orthodox Church in the United States will become 
strong great missionary possibilities will be open to it in this coun
try itself, in Asia and possibly even in Africa where there are al
ready a few native parishes. If Orthodoxy still has influence in the 
world it is on account of the interest which other confessions take 
in it. If the Orthodox would make the same effort to spread Or
thodoxy as do other confessions for their own Faith, our Church 
would have many thousand of converts and its general spirituali 
and theological influence would be considerably increased. We 
ourselves badly use the treasures of Orthodoxy and do not open 
them to others, like the wicked servants who buried their talents. 

Would not unification of the Orthodox Church in America 
lead to its rapid Americanization? Is not Americanization dangerous 
for the Church? 
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We face the strange fact, that many Orthodox are inclined 
to recognize the legitimacy of all nationalisms in the Church except 
American. For Americans who know English only and are not of 
Orthodox origin there is very often no room in our Church. In the 
whole United States there are only a few parishes which entirely 
use English and which do not declare themselves as belonging to 
any of the nationalities of the Old World, although even these are 
parts of some national jurisdiction. This situation is abnomal. I 
hope that there is no necessity to prove that Americans who have 
lost the link with their former nationality or are recently converted 
to Orthodoxy, have a full right not only to be Orthodox, but to 
have American parishes, which would be open to everybody pre-
fering to use English. A denial of such a right and necessity woujd 
be contrary to Orthodox tradition since Apostolic times'. The number 
of such parishes even with a favorable attitude from the hierarchy 
would increase slowly. The majority of Orthodox parishes will not 
become purely American before two or three generations. This 
Americanization must be absolutely free and dependent on the free 
choice of parishioners and their priests. 

The Americanization of the Orthodox Church would make the 
union of Orthodoxy psychologically easier and would widen the 
possibilities for educational and missionary work — the latter on con
dition of the creation of Orthodox literature in English and of the 
full translation of all services into English. We must not forge# 
that without educational work in English we are unable not only 
to spread our Church but even to preserve it from the loss of part 
of our youth. Our American young people sometimes leave the 
Church because the spiritual richness of Orthodoxy is not suffi
ciently shown to it. 

Without the full English text of Orthodox services the litur
gical life of those who know only English is inevitably poor. Al
ready at the present time the greatest part of the parishioners 
attend only the liturgy. The exceptional spiritual value of the Or
thodox services is thus lost to Americans; they are unable to use 
one of the most important sources of the spiritual, moral and theo
logical education. Even some of our clergymen seem to forget the 
power of spirituality and depth of theology which is contained in 
our services. 
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The dangers of Americanization are real, but they are already 
active. If our Church would possess a better and stronger organiza
tion it would be much easier to fight them. These dangers are as 
follows: first, the loss of the language and culture of our old coun
tries. Very few among our \outh study the culture of their an
cestors and even fewer work in this field. Professors of Russian, 
Greek, Serbian, etc. are mostly Americans having no original con
nections with these nations... Secondly American education has 
many negative sides connected with contemporary ideas, psycho
logy, padagogics, literature, television etc. Our youth is defenceless 
against such negative influences because in the absence of Ortho
dox schools and publications it is brought up entirely in the Ame
rican culture. The clergy often cannot help our youth in this respect 
because it sometimes possesses neither a higher theological educa
tion nor an American college degree. Thirdly the insufficient at" 
tention to purely spiritual life which is spread through America un
doubtedly affects the Orthodox also. Ambition, vainglory and the 
Eabit to praise oneself and others under any pretext is also very 
common in our Church... Finally, as we have already mentioned, 
there is a certain influence of American Protestantism an the am
bitious anticlericalism of our laity and on the separatism of our 
parishes. 

It is obvious that America not only has defects but also great 
positive qualities, for example an exceptional vital power, an open
ness to all that is good, a love of activity and education, a pioneer 
spirit, a desire and ability to work together, to help each other, to 
be generous and responsive, to learn one's own defects. All these 
qualities are also very necessary for us Orthodox. In energy, pio
neering, education, organization, solidarity, generosity and in mu
tual help we are often behind other Americans. 

On the one hand, as we see, the dangerous sides of American
ism are already actual and will be the more active the weaker the 
organization of our Church is. On the other hand we can but desire 
to assimilate all that is good in America. In any case Americans 
have no less right to be Orthodox than does any other nation. 

However, the unity of the Orthodox Church is necessary not 
for the purpose of Americanization and not because a rapid dena
tionalization of Greeks, Russians, Syrians and other Orthodox na-
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tionalities would be desirable, but for the benefit of the Church 
and in the name of our faithfulness to Orthodoxy. The present orga
nization of our Church is contrary to Orthodoxy. Therefore all Or
thodox must wish that the first step made by our hierarchy toward 
unity would not be the last one. A kind of federation of the Ortho
dox Churches in America is welcome as a transitory state only, 
but not as a final form of organization Which must be according 
to our dogmas and canons a complete unity of all Orthodox in one 
Orthodox American Church. 
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