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The senior class pilgrimage of Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology started several 
years ago primarily as a means to teach the Greek language in a study abroad program to Greece. 
Since then, it has expanded to include other pilgrimage sites which enrich graduating students’ 
vision of the Orthodox Christian world. I am privileged to be a part of this year’s group of 25 
pilgrims— male and female, clergy and lay, married and monastic— all on a journey ending in the 
Queen of cities, Constantinople, to meet with His All Holiness Bartholomew, the Ecumenical 
Patriarch. I offer the following travel-log as my impressions of our journey. 

PART I: Paris- The East in the West

Friday, May 27, 2011

We arrive in Paris in the afternoon and wait for our bus. We have to 
wait a little bit of time, but no one seems anxious or too 
complaining. I am excited and surprised that we are starting our 
journey in Paris.

We didn’t know where we would go at first, only that we would be 
stopping in some European city before going to Greece. When Dr. 
Tim (our group leader) and Fr. Nick (president of Holy Cross) 
revealed the amazing travel itinerary, I think we were all blown 
away, at least I was.

It seems to me the reason we were beginning in Paris is threefold: 
1) That the truth of Christ in His Church crosses the separation of 
East and West, 2) That Byzantine beauty reaches even to countries 
not Orthodox, and 3) That the saints in heaven love the whole world and not just our corner of it.

Our ambitious goal was met the first evening by an ambitious saint, as we dumped our bags at the 
hotel and scrambled to make it to a weekly Akathist service prayed at the relics of St. Helen. Who 
better to introduce us to the universality of Christ’s Church? As the mother of the first Christian 
Emperor, she endowed and personally founded almost every significant Christian shrine and 
temple in the holy land. 

Her sacred relics were venerated first in the capital city of Constantinople and later transferred to 
Rome where a monk took them secretly in 849 to his Abbey in Champagne, France when he felt 
the saint desired it. When this transference was discovered by his Abbot and Rome confirmed that 
the relics had in fact gone missing, the Abbot offered to return the relics, but Rome responded that 
it was best to conclude that the saint was in Champagne by her own choice. Almost a 1000 years 
later, when the French Revolution brought destruction to many of the 
Church’s most sacred objects and relics, pious people hid St. Helen 
in the Paris Church of St. Leu & St. Gilles. Where exactly the relics 
were hid was only discovered recently by a priest in the Russian 
Orthodox Church.

This Paris Church of St. Leu & St. Gilles is where we joined the 
Akathist to this great Byzantine saint led by several devoted 
Russian prayer warriors every Friday evening. Most of the women 
including the leader bear the name Elena (Helen) and consider it an 
honor unimaginable to have this intimate of a relationship with their 
patron saint. The love expressed by our common veneration was 
tangible as the two great streams of Orthodox devotion, Greece and 
Russia, united to praise the name of this saint of the undivided 
Church.

We returned to our hotel at night with hearts aglow at this auspicious 
beginning to our pilgrimage. 
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Saturday, May 28, 2011

We woke in the morning refreshed and ready for a day exploring this beautiful French 
capital city.

After a nourishing hotel breakfast, we ventured forth on the metro to the heart of 
Paris’ fine arts, The Louvre. There we began with the collection of Greek antiquities 
and witnessed more of the Greek and Byzantine beauty loved and preserved by the 
French. One of the oldest and most beautiful sculptures is the Venus de Milo, 2nd 
century BC. Her youthful, serene gaze hinted at eternity and made us all wish to be in 
such a fine shape after over 2 millennia! Other icons, sculptures, frescoes, reliefs, 
carvings, etc. testified to the careful preservation by the French nation.

The early afternoon took us on a stroll along the Seine River until we came upon the 
imposing but accessible presence of the great Notre Dames de Paris. This great 
medieval temple dedicated to the Panagia contains her image both in icon, statue and 
relief and maintains a reverent place of prayer for people in distress. Though tourists 
came to behold its magnificence, signs throughout reminded visitors that pilgrims and 
faithful Christians come here primarily for prayer and they ought not be disturbed by 
the chatter of mere observers. Reverent music by sound system continuously 
complemented the reverent space.

After prayer and the lighting of candles, we took lunch at the nearby Latin Quarter 
which hosts shops and bistros from every corner of the globe. The name goes back to medieval 
times when Latin was the language of the Roman empire spoken here as well. Our French café 
where we dined lay directly across from a Greek gyro stand to remind us of our impending 
departure to the land of lamb. Greek Byzantium is meeting us everywhere in this Western country, 
right down to the fast food joints.

The apex of our time in Paris after lunch brought us to the very heart of the city, the relics of St. 
Genevieve, the mother and patron of this fair metropolis. Currently housed in the relatively 
humble Church of St. Stephen the Protomartyr, St. Genevieve’s relics were planned to be 
transferred in the 18th century from a crumbling Abby dedicated in her name to a more fitting 
Cathedral. But just as the Cathedral was to be dedicated, revolution swept the land and it was 
named the Pantheon and set aside instead simply as a mausoleum for famous Frenchmen. As for 
the relics, a wave of revolutionary hate poured over the nation and for a time, made the people 
wish to eradicate the memory of Christ and his saints. The beautiful old Abby of the saint was 
leveled to the ground, the saint herself was violently wrung from her sepulcher, her body burned to 
ashes, and the remains thrown into the River Seine. Only a few 
fragments remain now of her for veneration which providentially 
came from elsewhere along with her broken sarcophagus. Though 
she had every right to abandon her city and country which had 
shown her such utter hatred, the saint continued to watch and silently 
wait. 

Then in the most recent century when Russian Christians came to 
Paris fleeing an even greater revolutionary violence, the saint 
appeared to them offering her help and intercession in their hour of 
greatest need. The recent revival of praying to Western saints, led by 
Archbishop and Saint John Maximovitch, began in Paris with the 
veneration of St. Genevieve.

This mother of the city of Paris, this second saint of the undivided 
Church reminds us all of the unconditional love of our common 
Savior and Shepherd who never abandons the sheep of his pasture 
until all are back in the fold. May we too never give up on anyone or 
any people, but always look for holiness in places unexpected.
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Sunday, May 29, 2011

We travel by group on the metro to the Russian Cathedral of the 
Three Holy Hierarchs and attend Divine Liturgy. The priest there 
greets us warmly as we sing for them Greek hymns in exchange for 
Slavonic. Once again, the two streams of Orthodox devotion 
combine for a polyphonous praise. A talk is given briefly afterwards 
by an iconographer who tells us about the Ouspensky icons in this 
important Orthodox Church of the diaspora. 

We check out of the hotel and board the bus and plane for Greece 
later in the day.

PART II: Athens, Aegina & Crete

Monday, May 29, 2011

We arrive very early Monday morning into Athens, Greece, the birthplace of 
democracy and Western Civilization... in the East. Several protestors in the city square 
remind us of this heritage as they make demands of the government to change to a 
more localized and fair system of government. We settle into our hotel near the heart 
of the city and look forward to the holy sites and cultural enrichment. 

Our first step after sleeping in a little in the morning and practicing our Greek 
language exercises together is to visit the sacred relics of the patron saint of the city, 
St. Philothei. Though the city is named after the Greek goddess Athena, it is this 16th 
century Christian martyr and confessor which has deepened the city’s connection to 
the other world. Born to wealthy parents, she gave all of her possessions to the poor 
after her unhappy marriage ended in her husband’s untimely death. She traded her 
worldly inheritance for a heavenly one and because she protected former Moslem 
slaves, she was martyred like so many others who took a similar stand.

Later in our visit to two of the city’s museums, the Cycladic and the Benaki, we begin 
to get a clearer shape for how the Hellenic heritage prepared the Greek people for their 
reception of the Gospel. Religious ritual around daily life in ancient Greece paved the 
way for fulfillment in Christ. Worship around the family hearth came later to be 
incarnated in the icon shrine. Even after Christianization, when Moslem oppressors 
threatened to turn the clock back to the darkness of ignorance, Greek patriots in the 
19th century fought for her independence. George Karaikakis (1780-1827) with his 
prominent mustache and his fearless gaze strikes dignity and Christian love in the 
hearts of Hellenes and philhellenes alike.

Tuesday, May 30, 2011

An early morning bus takes us to Piraeus Harbor to board a speed ferry called the Flying Dolphin 
out to St. Nektarios Monastery on the island of Aegina. As our first trip to a Greek island, we are 
excited to experience the more organic life and piety outside the bustling city of metropolitan 
Athens. Aegina does not disappoint.

Dotted with several monasteries besides St. Nektarios, we are able to stop at two others as well as 
a 6th century BC complement to the Parthenon called the Temple Aphaea which is geometrically 
aligned with the Parthenon and another island temple called Sounion. St. Katherine’s Monastery 



Senior Class Trip 2011 6

and St. Menas Monastery lie close by to the main reason for coming to Aegina: the 
relics of St. Nektarios of Aegina at his Holy Trinity Monastery.

St. Nektarios has meant something to me personally as he has for many pilgrims on 
the journey. Besides living in the past century, he in his life was really a saint of the 
people. Born to a poor but loving family, his simple devoted heart searched out for his 
“little Christ” until he found Him. The monastery the saint established on Aegina 
shines with radiant splendor and is a beacon for those in this life placing distress calls 
of suffering. Holy St. Nektarios, pray to God for us!

Lunch at the Kyriakis Restaurant and a swim in the blue Agean close out the day.

Wednesday, June 1, 2011

Who can come to Athens and not see the heart of the city the majestic hill/mountain 
called the Acropolis? It really does make a difference seeing such a wonder for 
oneself. 

One thing to realize is that every facet of human civilization is covered on this 
prominent hill/mountain. The Parthenon represents the religious aspect with its initial 
function as a pagan place of sacrifice, then, for over a millennium, as a Christian 
temple. Below the Parthenon, but still in a prominent place on the side of the hill 
stands the Aereopagos or Mars Hill where St. Paul debated with the Epicurean & 
Stoic philosophers about the coming of Christ and won at least two significant converts, one of 
whose relics now lie in Paris, St. Denys (see Acts 17). Mars Hill was significant as a place where 
matters of state were decided like going to war or weighing judgments. Here we read the famous 
passage from Acts in which St. Paul speaks to the philosophers. The 
Erectheon served as the city’s bank or treasury was also placed on 
the hill that it might be guarded by the temple priests of the 
Parthenon, a practice common even today among Monasteries who 
protect the sacred treasuries of nations by their prayers and 
pressence. Finally, the later Roman theatre of Hadrian was a place of 
entertainment, but more importantly where the soul was formed by 
art into knowing and loving the good.

It is here that Dr. Tim chooses to deliver what we hope someday will 
be a famous lecture about what Europe needs to do to solve the crisis 
we are presently experiencing in Greece with the Euro and the 
vanishing sovereignty of the European countries. 

At the foot of the Acropolis is a Church which preserves the memory 
of this historic apostolic engagement of St. Paul. It is named St. 
George’s Church, and we meet there a very holy parish priest. Our 
day finishes with a visit to the relics of Papa Nikolas Planas and the 
newly revealed St. Ephraim of Nea Makri.

Thursday, June 2, 2011

We take an overnight boat to Crete and wake up very early to check in to a hotel and make it for 
Liturgy at the Church of the Ascension on their patronal feast day! The priestmonk celebrating 
welcomes us warmly with a lunch afterwards in which we share folk music. The afternoon is spent 
visiting important monasteries and the grave of Venezelos. Then the evening, ah. The monks who 
are graduates from Holy Cross and natives of Crete take us out to a wonderful restaurant in the old 
section of Chania, Holy Apostles Restaurant.

Friday, June 3, 2011

Our two monastic hosts take us to our first women’s monastery of the trip, Panagia Chrysopygi 
(Mother of God of the Golden Spring Monastery). Here the nuns host us and show us a special 
folk museum which I will describe below as part of the general experience of hospitality.
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Hospitality & Receiving the Guest in the Church

Since I have mentioned it twice, let me say a word about the warm 
reception of the Cretan monastics in particular, and reception/
hospitality in the Church in general. One pilgrim on our journey has 
said it best, “All food tastes better when eaten in the Church.” This 
reception/hospitality is what sets us apart as pilgrims from mere 
tourists. The tourist comes to holy places merely to gaze, to gawk, 
but not to participate necessarily. The pilgrim comes to participate to 
the extent of sacrificing his own comfort. In return, he receives more 
than is sacrificed.

The pattern followed at each monastery, parish, or other holy site is 
similar, yet each yields a unique quality. Usually, we are greeted by 
the Geronda/Gerondissa (Abbot/Abbess) or one of their 
representatives. A small talk in the main Church introduces us to the 
beloved saint after whom the holy place is named along with 
historical detail on how this place come to be. We sing our prepared 
hymns from the school: Soson Kyrie (Save, O Lord Your People), 
Christos Anesti for a while but now the Ascension troparia, then 
perhaps a hymn to the saint whose temple we are visiting. If there are 
relics, often we will be invited to venerate those. After private prayers, lighting candles, and 
purchasing icons, etc. we might be invited to an archontariki (reception room) where 
participation in each holy site rises to a new level.

The Orthodox Church has often been criticized for being about nothing more than history and 
mystery. Holy Tradition becomes ossified into a historical fact that has little or no relationship 
with the present. But for us pilgrims, the Church’s tradition springs to life at the archontariki.

In the archontariki, the fathers/mothers of the monastery serve some kind of physical refreshment: 
a glass of water or perhaps some freshly squeezed juice, also some strong drink or liqueur made 
locally by the monks, then a sweet of some sort, a small cookie, piece of candy, or sweetened nut. 
But the archontariki is about more than mere refreshment. 

One of the fathers/mothers share a word which isn’t some general 
elevator speech like in a museum, but a particular word for the 
pilgrims or even one pilgrim gathered here this day. The monasteries 
have their own museums often, but a museum in a monastery is a 
different experience. Gone is the sense of external formalism, 
something that happened past tense, distant and separate from the 
present. The objects/artifacts, usually icons, crosses, and other 
decorative arts are displayed with museum lighting and preservative 
conditions but they retain a living, timeless quality. At Panagia 
Chrysopygi, the iconostasis on display in their museum chapel is 
used half of the time for actual services.

Their folk museum contains an especially curious artifact that we are 
told is fairly common in Greece: Artillery shells from the Second 
World War which have been converted into candle holders. One 
calls to mind the teaching of Elder Paisios the New of Mount Athos 
about thoughts.

The material of creation is neutral, such as the metal which made 
those shells. And man as the crown of creation uses material in a variety of ways. Whether the 
material is gold or lead, we choose by our own thoughts and actions to fashion that gold or lead 
into bullets with which to shoot people or chalices with which to praise God. In this case, precious 
metal which may have been melted from chalices (as it was in communist Russia) to make 
artillery shells has been refashioned again into an object of worship. 

Glory be to God that no pain and suffering in this life is permanent, that in the Church, even the 
most difficult pain can melt back into joy, even the most bitter herb transformed into sweetness.  
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Friday, June 3, 2011

Friday morning we awake after a restful stay at a seaside hotel in 
Rethymno to trek to the local Metropolis to have an audience with 
the Metropolitan of the city. We hear some very spiritual words from 
him about how we should testify to the truth because the last thing 
people need today are more false witnesses. His assistant takes us 
next on a tour of the Rethymno Cathedral of the Presentation and a 
Church dedicated to St. Barabara who is considered the Protectress 
of the city. Last of all in Rethymno, we see the moving Church 
dedicated to four martyrs of the Turkish Yoke, and the square which 
is named after their great sacrifice for Christ.

On our way to the next city, we pass by and stop at the village of 
Loutra, home of the Cretan immigrant to America Louis Tikas, 
whose name in Greek was Elias Anastasiou Spantidakis. Tikas was a 
leader in the famous Ludlow Coal Strike in 1914 in which 1,200 of 
the strikers including men, women and children were massacred on 
the day after Pascha, Bright Monday. His bravery and leadership in 
this strike caused Congress to enact labor laws to establish an eight-hour workday and a ban on 
child labor.

Last of all that day, we visited Arkady Monastery where the monks along with local freedom 
fighters and their families took a courageous Alamo-like stand against Turkish attackers in 1866 
who mercilessly slaughtered and butchered them all. When the last of them hid in the powder 
magazine, knowing that they would meet a certain death, they blew themselves up and took out 
several Turkish soldiers in the process. The story was a sobering end to a sober day.

Saturday, June 4, 2011

In the morning, we awoke to a new hotel in the capital city of Heraclea. We begin our 
day having an audience with His Eminence Irenei, Archbishop of Crete. His 
accessible and engaging words open us up to talk about both ourselves and issues 
affecting the Church and the world. 

He tells us about the regular course of Saturday mornings, how a Church dedicated to 
St. Andrew of Crete has been set aside for the youth who perform the Divine Liturgy 
every Saturday entirely by themselves. Some of their young choir lingers behind to 
sing a little bit for us. The archbishop then encourages us to share some insights of our 
own as well as to ask him questions of a spiritual nature.

The archbishop’s assistant takes around later to the Cathedral of St. Menas, a side 
chapel also dedicated to him, and to a church containing the relics of St. Titus. Near 
the Cathedral, the father explained a miracle which occurred during the Second World 
War in which a German bomber was attempting to hit Heraclea and aimed for the 
largest building, the Cathedral. Just as he was positioning to hit his target, the city 
become enshrouded in a sudden thick fog which prevented the bombardier from seeing 
his target clearly. The bomb which he dropped nevertheless went speeding to its target, 
but when it landed, it did not explode. The faithful Orthodox, who were all huddled 
and praying in the Cathedral to St. Menas, attribute this miraculous delivery to his 
protection. The German bombardier too was overwhelmed by what he saw and 
experienced and came every year after this on the anniversary of the event to retell 
what took place.

The very warm day was finished off with a guided tour of the ancient ruins of the Palace of 
Knossos, a place steeped in Greek mythology, legend, and historical significance. At the last stop 
of the day, Palianis Monastery, we sat in the shade of a miraculous Myrtle Tree. This 9th century 
monastery is the oldest on Crete, and its miracle working myrtle tree has wrought many wonders 
for believers, especially those couples suffering from infertility. In between these places, we stop 
to rest as usual at a local taverna, an experience I relate in more detail below.
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Christian Hospitality Part II: The Experience of Taverna

What the arkantariki (the reception room spoke about in the last reflection) is to the Church, the 
taverna is to Greek society and culture. Sociologists speak about the importance of a third place 
for people to frequent which is neither their home, nor school/work, but somewhere in between. It 
is a place to be free to interact with strangers and friends alike without 
the overly formal nature of work, but also keeping a safe distance 
and not allowing everyone equal access to our private life.

The Greek taverna (roughly translated tavern or pub) is the 
consummate third place where art, friendship, politics, love, 
literature, chance encounter and deepening relationships all meet 
and take their rest. In the brief time we have been in Greece, every 
occasion we have had to relax and eat in a taverna has helped us to 
reconstitute ourselves in what can be a rushed and disorienting 
experience of pilgrimage.

Greeks sometimes have the reputation for being xenophobic (from 
the Greek word meaning “fear of strangers”), but this is not always 
the case. In the arkantariki and taverna both, there is an invitation 
for communion, one that does not stop at the walls of the church or 
the restaurant, but spills out into the streets. The blessing of the 
black rason (robe) of the priest or monk becomes a sign of 
accessibility to God and not a barrier. In the referenced photo, the 
father takes a flyer offered to passersby, and the smiles on the faces 
of the young men in Iron Maiden t-shirts portray an awkward 
familiarity. They know this priest, somehow, but they are not sure how. It is the familiar face of 
Christ we see in one another which brings us away from xenophobia into philoxenia (love of the 
stranger), and it is this love which ultimately bridges the temporary boundary between known and 
unknown, stranger and friend. This priest was only portraying the outreach modeled so well by his 
archbishop.

It was this same archbishop who at the end of a very full day in Heraclea came to see us off at the 
harbor. It was amazing to behold the apostolic care of this lovely man, driving up late in the 
evening in his blue pick-up truck to spend a few last moments with us. Words and their 
translations are not needed in such a moment, for the action spoke volumes of concern and well-
wishing. 

I will close for now with an apology they typically offer in Greece but especially on Crete: We 
hope the reading guest will return for the next verbal meal at a later occasion in which we hope to 
offer a much fuller hospitality. Yaisas! (Greek way of saying goodbye and be well). 



Senior Class Trip 2011 10

PART III: Thessaloniki

Sunday, June 5, 2011—Friday, June 24, 2011

From an overnight boat ride to Piraeus Harbor in Athens, we take an all day bus to Thessaloniki 
and on June 5, we arrive in the evening to our home for the next 19 days, the ABC Hotel directly 
opposite of the School of Theology. At the School of Theology, we have daily language classes 
and from the hotel, we depart for excursions twice a week. Our time in Thessaloniki also serves as 
a time for all of us to catch up on sleep, laundry, and other necessities which had to be 
put on hold with a more demanding schedule.

Rather than describe every single day which is different for each person, I will 
endeavor to describe what might be considered a typical weekday in Thessaloniki.

7:00am
A really diligent student might rise early to take advantage of the many churches in the 
city which host daily Orthros at about 7:30. The closest Church to the hotel is Panagia 
Taxia, Mother of God of the Angels, but there are others which are only a few minutes 
more of a walk.

8:00am-10:30am
This is the time frame when most people eat their hotel breakfast, a rather substantial 
all-you-can-eat buffet which comes out as early as 6:30am for those who might want 
to eat before prayers. It is also worth mentioning that they have a coffee bar in which 
you can special order cappuccino, espresso, regular American filtered coffee, or, of 
course, Greek coffee. Since the breakfast is free for hotel guests, many of us set aside 
food for lunch which we take back to our hotel room refrigerator.

8am-9am
Usually the time for starting morning activities. If we have an excursion, we either 
depart from the hotel by bus or, more often, walk to the place we will visit. Some of 
the places we visit include ruins of classical Roman palaces and triumphal arches 
which date back to the time when Thessaloniki was one of the capitals of the Roman 
Empire under the tetrarchy (rule of four Caesars). Thessaloniki is also home to many churches 
which date from the Byzantine Roman period including the oldest and most famous Church of St. 
Demetrios. St. Demetrios was a 4th century Christian martyr who has adopted the city as its chief 
protector. I will say more below about the many translations of his relics and the great love for him 
poured out by the people of the city.

On days without excursions, students often use this morning time to finish Greek homework, to go 
food and souvenir shopping, and/or to connect with friends they know 
in the area. Because of the School of Theology, there are often many 
Americans who have come to study here and welcome the arrival of 
their countrymen.

2pm-5pm
You will notice the constant use of ranges of time. Unless a bus is 
involved, there is hardly anything scheduled that really starts on 
time, at least as we understand it in the American sense. Around this 
time in the late afternoon, a person might retreat to their hotel room 
to eat a gyro or something they set aside from breakfast for lunch. 
Then it is common, in the heat of midday, to settle down for a long 
summer’s nap. Most shops close by 3pm and open again in the 
evening to support this Mediterranean custom.

I often try to play basketball in the late morning or early afternoon. 
If you find anyone not napping at midday, the person still behaves 
as if they were napping while standing up. I once played a young 
man in basketball at this time, and it was almost like we weren’t 
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even playing. He was sleep-walking through the game, and didn’t care when I beat him. Very 
strange!

5pm-8:30pm
This is the officially posted time of our evening Greek class. On the 
first few days, it was a relatively reliable guide. But by the 4th or 5th 
day, the usual patterns of Greek tardiness began to emerge. Students 
nevertheless continue to show up early to take advantage of a local 
free WiFi network.

Our group has been spilt up into four different levels of Greek 
language skill. Each class is taught by a teacher from the school and 
the textbooks are designed to teach Greek to anyone whose first 
language is not necessarily English.

9:00pm-2:00am
The fairly active nightlife of Thessaloniki kicks in. Most people in 
Greece and especially in Thessaloniki actually eat dinner at 10pm. 
Our favorite local taverna serves whoever wishes to debrief the day 
with a glass of Petsina (Greek wine cooler) or Ouzo (peppermint 
flavored hard liqueur) and a panoply of plates containing every 
possible savory delight Greece has been known to serve.

The night really can and does often last into the wee hours of the morning. We have personally 
seen families strolling their infant children at midnight along the banks of the Aegean. It is truly 
another world, another culture, another life well worth experiencing for yourself.

And now for two reflections on the two aspects of our time in Thessaloniki: learning the Greek 
language and discovering or recovering our link to Hellenic culture and heritage.

A Tribute to Philhellenism
By: Aaron Friar

Dedicated to Sir Patrick Leigh Fermor, 
The consummate philhellene who died June 10, 2011, Memory Eternal!

What does it mean to be Greek? This country has been experiencing for some time the 
loss of its youth in two respects: The literal fleeing of its youth to America and the 
figurative fleeing of her politicians to the protection of foreign foster parents with her 
entry into the European Union in 1982 and adoption of the Euro in 2002.

Hellada wants desperately the return of her youth, for which she is ready to offer just 
about any enticement: Free room and board, free WiFi, a chance to recover your 
Hellenic identity, etc. etc. Mother Greece is then pained to discover that her children 
already have an identity, an American one, and that her children no longer need her 
comfort and tutelage. What good is Hellada for anymore? Is she fit only for a rest 
home paid for by gawking tourists and well-healed Brussels bureaucrats?

It is because Mother Greece, just like all well-intentioned mothers, is asking the wrong 
question of her children, or rather of children she didn’t know she had. “What is your 
Greek ancestry?” This is a question meant to imply blood relations. “Have you ever studied the 
Greek language?” is a question strictly speaking for philologists, those with a rather strange and 
vague curiosity for the study of foreign tongues. But the question she has missed, or perhaps 
forgotten, is the more ancient one: “Why are you here to study Greek, whoever you are and 
wherever you come from?”
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I am not Greek… ethnically. None of my fathers are Greek. None of my mother’s fathers are 
Greek. None of my father’s father’s fathers are Greek. Not even my mother’s father’s mother’s 
fathers are Greek, at least not that I know of. But I assert, with all that my German-
American convert soul can muster, that I am Greek by a more ancient and ecumenical 
definition of this word. It is a definition partly preserved by the term philhellenism 
(literally “love of Greece”), but even this word sounds too much like an afterthought.

When my Greek teacher in Thessaloniki finally asked me why I was here to study 
Greek, I did not know at first. But then I dug deep within me and remembered. I am 
not here in Greece to recover my non-existent Greek ethnic identity. I am not here 
because of some idle language curiosity, to invent new words from the knowledge of 
ancient languages. I am not here because studying Greek will look good on my resume 
toward getting ordained. 

I am here to learn Greek so that I can teach it to inner city black children who cannot 
escape the cyclic trap of violence and poverty because they lack the liberating power 
of Greek letters (grammatika). I am here to study Greek because Hispanic students 
learning English need Greek dialektika (elocution & syntactical/grammatical analysis) 
to remove the stigma placed upon them by their foreign accent. Finally, I am here to 
study Greek so that rhetoric (retoriki), the queen and mother of all learning, may teach 
these poor and disenfranchised Americans what is true (aleithia), beautiful (omorfi), 
and good (kali) about their checkered and oppressive past.

For me, to be Greek means to love Mother Greece with all the meaning that 
philhellenism can muster. Modern Greece should not discriminate, but accept and 
embrace members from all nations loyal to her principles and values. In the end, she 
will do more than ensure her continued existence; she will save her own soul by saving 
the souls of those who love her.

Finding Connections: Living Links to Ancient Culture

So far in our time in Thessaloniki we have struggled through long-winded, mandatory 
excursions to ancient sites but have failed, for the most part, to grasp the significance 
of each place or to remember them. For memory is bound up with connection, 
relevance and identity, and our poor and rootless American enculturation makes us ill-
prepared for such depth. Later excursions about more recent saints give us a better 
window into the past and an aid to our memory.

One Sunday, we go on an optional pilgrimage to the Monastery of St. John the 
Theologian in Souroti where Elder Paisios the New of Mount Athos is buried. This 
non-mandatory excursion brings almost as many pilgrims as the mandatory ones. 
When given the choice, our group has most often opted for visits to monasteries where 
the living faith has the power to connect us to ancient realities.

Here at the final resting place of Elder Paisios, the living link to ancient wisdom is 
preserved. We wait in a long line under the punishing heat of the mid-day 
Mediterranean  sun for a chance to kneel and kiss the grave stone of a man who has 
loved so many so deeply. I remember personally how the elder’s writings were my 
own initial introduction to modern Greek elders. Because his repose was so recent 
(+1994), his teachings and those of his sainted intercessor Arsenios of Cappadocia 
(+1924) have not only a contemporary flavor but allow us a chance to see beyond our 
own modern disconnect with the past.

Through Paisios the New and St. Arsenios of Cappadocia, we see back to St. 
Demetrios the Myrrh-Gusher of Thessaloniki, whose relics and intercession remain 
very much alive to this day. The multiple translations of his relics is a story even greater than the 
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earthly life of this great warrior saint. Six different times the saint’s bones were moved— 
sometimes cast side, sometimes reverently enshrined, more recently stolen by Crusaders and 
taken westward to Venice for hundreds of years. But for all of these occasions, the Church 
uses the same word to describe the event, translation, merely to report the act of moving the 
relics without casting judgment on the movers. For the Church recognizes that the saint 
himself is an actor in the move, even a director of the drama. 
 
The translators take or discard his relics out of a variety of motives— 
some moved by extreme love, some by desire to steal something precious, 
and some by jealousy of something too powerful for them to handle. But 
regardless of the human motives, it is clear from the lives of other saints 
through their relics that a saint’s reliquary does not move unless the saint 
desires it.

So this leads us beyond the obvious questions about the Crusader’s 
motives for taking the relics to Venice to the less obvious motives of the 
saint for wanting to go to Venice. For his relics remained there from the 
time they were translated in 1202 until just recently. What then was St. 
Demetrios doing all of that time in what we call the West, what we 
Orthodox dismiss as the West, what we sometimes deride, ridicule, and 
ignore as THE WEST? Yes, the saint was eventually found and returned in 
1978 to his basilica in Thessaloniki, but why not sooner? Could it be that the saints ignore 
our neat geographical distinctions and separations of East and West and see past our narrow-
minded nationalisms? With such questions, St. Demetrios appears to be a much bigger saint 
than we make him out to be.

But how does all of this connect us with a place as ancient as Dion in Pieria at the foot of 
Mt. Olympus, the legendary home of the 12 gods of the Greek Pantheon? In our program so 
far, we have tended to start with tours to ancient sites and gradually work our way to more 
modern ones, but I am beginning to think we should reverse the order: to begin with a 
modern elder like Paisios, move to the more recent Christian past with St. Demetrios, and 
then visit places like Dion. Through the lens of the modern elder Paisios, our view of past 
paganism is contextualized. Without this lens, our return to past heritage can become dry like 
toast, lifeless and artificially reconstructed.

So what of Dion in Pieria? At first glance, it appears as nothing more than another 
archeological treasure trove at the base of a famous mythological mountain, complete with 
ancient toilet seats and beautiful tile floors. But if we wish to go beyond the gee-whiz 
reaction, a little more mythology, provided by our capable tour guide, is necessary. Dion is 
a fertile plain and home to an emerging river that according to mythology didn’t used to 
flow there. The present river Baphyras emerges from underground springs which continue 
to bubble up. Mythology tells us that the river came from the moment when Thracian 
Maenads who murdered the beloved singer Orpheus wanted to wash their hands in the 
Helikon River. The river, wishing to be a source of healing and not a sanction for violence 
and bloodshed, plunged itself into the earth and emerged at the foot of Olympus at Dion. 
The emerging river and hot springs at Dion provided more than just a natural septic 
system and place for physical hygiene. Dion became, in the centuries before Christ, a 
hospital for healing as are all places where purifying water is present. 

The connection of these ancient ruins to the present can be traced through this theme of 
water and healing. St. Demetrios is loved by so many because the constant stream of 
myrrh from his relics have brought many to wholeness. St. Arsenios of Cappadocia 
provided a kind of hospital for his faithful flock in Farasa where Muslim and Christian 
alike were healed by God, and healings from holy water and the veneration of his relics at 
Souroti still occur to this day.

This holy water, ancient, medieval and modern, connects us to our living Hellenic heritage 
by watering our minds with the illumination of the Holy Spirit. Without divine influence, our 
excursions, our archeology, our attempts at enlivening historical imagination all fall into 
dead and disconnected pieces.
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PART IV: Mount Athos & Kavala

Friday, June 24, 2011

We check out of our home in Thessaloniki for the past few weeks and board a bus for Ouranopolis, 
the port city from which boats depart for the Holy Mountain. The women have other plans which 
include a stay at Meteora.

The men arrive first at Xenophontos, one of the 20 main 
monasteries on the peninsula, and are received with the customary 
warmth and hospitality. Upon arriving in the early afternoon, several 
of us set off in different directions to visit other sites close by. I 
travel with a group that goes to St. Panteleimon’s Monastery, the 
very strong Russian presence on the Holy Mountain. We are struck 
by the organization, size and beauty of this Russian monastic 
outpost. I am happy that the little Russian I know gets us in to 
venerate their relics: the head of St. Luke the Evangelist among 
others.

In the evening, we pray vespers, have dinner, and serve Compline 
with the fathers of Xenophonotos. They are not only friendly to us, 
but go out of their way to be with us and ask personal questions. 
After evening prayers, many of the fathers, especially the monks 
from America of which there are three, offer to take us on a stroll by 
the water to a site where a miraculous icon of St. George appeared.

When visiting monasteries, I always look forward to the prayers and fellowship with other 
pilgrims. I never expect the monks to talk much besides a casual greeting or tending to our needs.

I am always touched when monks engage on such a personal level as they have done with us this 
evening. I showed a picture of my family to one of the older monks and introduced them in my 
broken Greek. He proceeded to bless the picture with such sweetness, I felt for a moment that we 
were all here together receiving his blessing.

Monasteries are often criticized for being out of touch with the real world, however that may be 
defined. The simple gesture of this loving man to a pilgrim he had only just met proves otherwise. 
Not only are these fathers in touch with the world, they are in many ways more connected than me 
in my self-centered sinfulness. 

May our time here on Agion Oros through the prayers of Panagia (Virgin Mary), the Abbess of the 
Holy Mountain by whose blessing we come, prove full of these loving, fruitful connections.

Saturday, June 25— Monday, June 27, 2011

For the next four nights, we stay at one of the largest of the 20 ruling 
monasteries, Vatopedi. It is often the pattern here of praying vespers,  
eating dinner, and then conducting an extended vigil on bigger feasts 
that starts around 8pm and runs until 1am. 

During the mornings, we get up very early for prayers, then go on 
tours led by an American monk there. He shows us around the 
outside of the monastery and even to an icon studio.

The Greek Love of Marble

The ancient katholicon (main church) at Vatopedi dating back a full 
millennium has marble in its foundation dating back to the time 
of Christ. Treading on this stone, touching it with your hand, feeling 
its well-loved surface, kissing the door posts that have witnessed 
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centuries of prayerful men ambling through them, I wish simply to disappear and become one with 
the marble.

This aged marble reveals to me why Greeks love it so much, not just for its durability, but that 
with age it only increases in beauty. My mind hearkens back to the gentle, inspiring curves of the 
Venus de Milo in the Parisian Louvres where marble attempted to stretch the limits of human love 
to the level of divinity, except that the statue was behind an impersonal barrier, unapproachable, 
beyond human reach.

Here at the katholicon of Vatopedi marble again is employed for divine purpose, but this time to 
enshrine the miracle of heaven coming down to earth. The katholicon dedicated to the 
Annunication communicates the condescension of Jesus Christ, the stretching of divine love to the 
limits of the cross. 

Both the permanence and the radiance of marble serves the mystery. The permanence assures us of 
its continuance beyond the fleeting moment and its radiance testifies to the purity of the divine 
work of our salvation. Glory to God in all his works, unchanging but diverse, permanent but not 
cold and impersonal.

Wordless Love in the Faces of the Monks & Language Learning

Not much is actually said here by the monks out loud (apart from 
prayer) because so much is communicated simply in the face. The 
sweet countenance of many of the monks bespeaks an unhurried 
assurance. It is childlike, simple but not simplistic, playful yet 
profound, a deep abyss of humility, calm, and love. Such warm and 
inviting faces hint at an eternity where silence will reign and words 
will no longer even be necessary.

Nevertheless, I do have a conversation with one of the monks in 
Russian. I speak enough Russian to get by with the basic 
informational types of questions, but our real conversation comes 
via the English translation of one particular word he asks about in 
Russian by which we discover another common language entirely: a 
love for the Scriptures. By the word for patience, we arrive at a 
commonly loved verse in St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians where he 
outlines the fruits of the spirit including love, joy, patience, etc. By 
this point, we are just sharing numbers in Greek and guessing 
passages the numbers refer to. For instance, he says deca tria (13), 
and I guess correctly I Corinthians 13, what some have called the 
love chapter. 

Such numbers which are pregnant in meaning for both of us reassures this language learner that 
two or three intelligible words can overcome 10,000 empty words spoken in haste in one’s native 
toungue. As the Greek phrase goes, sega sega, slowly by slowly is the best way to progress in 
learning language.
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Tuesday, June 28, 2011

We arrive in Kavala on the Eve of the Feast of Ss. Peter and Paul (N.S.), the very place where the 
apostle Paul first set foot in Europe and catechized his first European convert, Lydia the purple 
seller from Thyatira. The vigil begins in the Cathedral dedicated to St. Paul in the heart of the 
city… begins here, but moves elsewhere.

The moment is beyond poetic, and I am strangely patriotic. Yes, that’s right, the WASP (or rather 
WASO) with not a drop of Greek blood in his veins feels pride for the motherland. Tonight, 
everyone here at the Cathedral is a dual citizen, a citizen of Greece but also of the kingdom of 
heaven. In this country currently rocked by economic and political crises, it is almost as if the land 
is trying to be born anew at this moment in which Greek and Byzantine flag fly over the Cathedral 
square, born into a more perfect union.

British journalist and novelist G.K. Chesterton once said of America 
that she is a nation with the soul of a Church. Tonight, Greece 
reveals herself as a nation whose body, soul, and spirit all belong to 
the Church. Whenever she is separated from that life-giving unity 
whether by corrupt politicians, greedy economic schemes, or secular 
ideologies she begins to die spiritually. But tonight, on this great 
Feast of Ss. Peter & Paul, bodies, souls, and spirits all are present in 
great numbers awaiting a special experiment in liturgical 
celebration.

As I said before, the vigil of the feast only begins at St. Paul’s 
Cathedral for vespers. Then at the end of Vespers, all of the people 
fill the streets and process to the actual site of St. Paul’s first landing 
in Kavala, a distance of 1-2 miles. This experiment is a return to 
stational liturgies, a way of celebrating the divine services by 
praying one piece at a time at different successive churches with a 
procession between each station.

It was the standard modus operandi in Constantinople 1000 years 
ago, but, as scholars tell us, gradually the ethos of liturgy became more and more contracted as the 
empire suffered loss and was eventually overcome by Islam. The once ecstatic (literally “moving 
outwards”) and dynamic work of the people became more and more withdrawn and privatized. 
The Great Entry in the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom that once spanned the whole city of 
Constantinople has in today’s practice been reduced to a u-turn within the confines of the local 
sanctuary. 

But tonight, the Church returns to her more apostolic and universal 
roots. In the procession, soldiers, firefighters, girl scouts, and 
colorful folk dancers all gather around the Klobouklion of St. Paul 
along with the Bishops, clergy, and most importantly, the faithful 
Christians assembled. It is more than a civic parade, more than a nice 
festival with a little religion sprinkled on top. It is unequivocally a 
work of the people, a united effort of praise to God in Holy Trinity, 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Nothing I have seen in America can compare to it. I have grown up 
with very reverent parades honoring fallen comrades and giving God 
his due, but it is never quite as full and complete. Always the idea of 
American Civic Religion muddles the power of the cross and generalizes Christ right out of 
existence; the minister is invited to offer an invocation at such events, but to be sure, not to say 
anything specifically Christian. Tonight, the Metropolitan of Kavala and two other bishops lead 
the civic leaders, armed forces, police, etc. and not the other way around. Christ is not only center-
stage, but preached in a way so public as to cause scandal in some places of America. 

To those on the New Calendar, Chronia Pola, Blessed Feast! Greetings on this glorious and 
apostolic day, and pray for Mother Greece, that she may be known more for events like this night 
and less for the ongoing economic and political crises.
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PART V: Constantinople 

Wednesday, June 29, 2011

We stayed this night at a hotel in Alexandroupoli to rest for upcoming finale in Constantinople. It 
is a good time for us to get caught up on sleep, laundry, and other necessities. 

Thursday, June 30, 2011

We cross the border into Turkey and arrive at the Phanar (seat of the 
Ecumenical Patriarch) by lunchtime. All of us making it safely 
across with the exception of one pilgrim from another country 
whose passport needed a special visa that we did not know about. 
We arranged for him to be taken care of by our contacts in Greece.

After eating lunch, a bus took us to a ferry that brought two groups 
to our island homes for the remainder of our pilgrimage. The men 
stay at Halki, the seminary on the island home of Halki Seminary 
and the married and women stay on the nearby island of Principios.

Friday, July 1, 2011

Our tour guide takes us in the morning to Chora, the Monastery of the Life-Giving Fountain & 
Patriarchal Tombs, and the great walls of Constantinople.

Saturday, July 2, 2011

Liturgy at Blachernae, then Hagia Sophia, lunch, audience with 
the Ecumenical Patriarch, supper, then reception and concert at Agia 
Ireini.

Sunday, July 3, 2011

Liturgy at Halki with The Greek Archdiocesan Youth Choir from 
America, reception & lunch with Patriarch, picture with patriarch, 
then Monastery of St. George on Principios.

Monday, July 4, 2011

Visit to old churches now operating as mosques. Grand Bazaar. At 
Halki for final dinner with Met. Aposotolos. Pack for home.

The Liturgical Formality of Trapeza

Up to this point in our pilgrimage, most of our meals have been 
informal, a mode of operation which we Americans find quite natural. 
Both taverna and even arkantariki (reception room) allow for much spontaneity and freedom of 
movement and speech.

In this final leg of the trip, the culmination of our pilgrimage, we are moving into the much more 
formal stage of the trapeza meal and an official audience with His All Holiness, Ecumenical 
Patriarch Bartholomew. It is these occasions that Americans and this one in particular find 
especially challenging. I feel like a Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, a fish trying to 
swim outside of water, or a bum just removed from the street and set before a seven course French 
meal. I barely know how to use the fork and knife, let alone how to behave throughout the 
experience.

Little that is basic to American food etiquette has prepared me for the formality of trapeza. All-
you-can-eat buffets presume self-service and not much formality beyond forming a line for the 
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grub and not cutting in front of the guy preceding you. Besides this, stuffing your face is almost 
considered a virtue, a compliment to the food and the hands that prepared it. Or consider another 
common American habit, that of grabbing a bite to eat. We are a nation so much in a hurry that just 
the thought of slowing down long enough to savor a simple meal at a table is just too much for us. 
We need to get it to go so that we don’t lose even a moment of productivity. What has caused such 
speed around our fast food? Why such anxiety over lost productivity?

It is because we have lost the connection of our earthly meals to the ordered beauty of the sacred 
meal, the Holy Liturgy, the work of the people. Eating in this communal sense is not separate from 
work, a break in productivity, but a culmination of the day’s labor, a synaxis (gathering together) 
of every person’s individual effort.

Trapeza is the highest form of this communal meal and it most 
commonly follows Divine Liturgy. Trapeza has a proscribed order or 
taxis. Usually after Liturgy a procession will lead the icon of the 
feast into the dining hall, first the clergy and altar servers, then the 
choir and chanters, followed by the faithful Christians; everyone 
knows their place and files into it. 

Trapeza at a monastery is perhaps the fullest expression of this 
formality. Bells are wrung to indicate the time to bless the food, to 
sit down, to listen to the spiritual reading, and finally to finish eating 
and give a final blessing. Remarks on the reading or significance of 
the day are always begun by the presider of the meal, which in the 
monastery is the abbot, who sits at the head of the assembly. If 
anyone else says anything, it is by the permission or request of the 
presider.

But why all of this fuss and bother over food? Because it isn’t after 
all about the food, how well it is cooked, how good it all tastes, how 
satisfied we are at the end of eating it. Food is not something to die 
for, as a common expression today has it. It is something to be transfigured in the more earthly 
form of trapeza. The point is not the food. The point is the people and their relationship with God 
and one another.

Formal meals like trapeza cramp the style of the average American. We wonder what all of this 
form will do to our freedom of expression, our freedom to be who we desire to be. But the ironic 
result is that we are not truly free without such forms. When everyone knows his/her place, they 
are free from anxiety about being in the wrong place. Like the old shaker song, true simplicity or 
freedom is gained by coming down to a place just right, a place given to us by a loving Father at 
his table. Amen.

Preserving Holy Tradition in a Living Way

Our last day in Istanbul forces us to confront something we have been avoiding since we first 
arrived: ancient churches now operating as mosques. Somehow the idea of churches turned into 
museums seems more palatable because at least then the icons can be preserved as a work of art. 
But no one formally is allowed to pray in a museum.

When a church becomes a mosque, usually the icons are plastered over, but at least it becomes a 
house of prayer. Isn’t this at least equal to the idea of  it becoming a museum if returning it to a 
church is not an option? At the end of the day, what does preservation really mean? To what ends 
do we preserve a temple if not for its original purpose of prayer?

Do we not sometimes view our own experience of worship in limiting and distorted categories 
along with our notions of how to preserve tradition? We preserve, often blindly or unconsciously 
the way things have always been done without giving due attention to the larger picture and how 
we might have diverged from the original path, how the thing which we presently preserve as 
tradition have been mixed with deviation. A sailboat which chooses a point of tack in the distance 
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just slightly to the right or left of the desired coordinates will in the end reach a destination miles 
away from the true port.

Similarly, a church which does not measure her progress by the deep and broad rudder of Holy 
Tradition across all time, across all places, and across all cultures will find herself foundering on 
the rocks of a compromised version of tradition and not the full and complete one. Muslims too 
are known to be faithful preservers of tradition. Though by our definition it is distorted, 
incomplete, and sometimes dangerous, there are nevertheless points of common love and devotion 
to God and even to his saints.

A monastery exists on the island of Principios dedicated to the 
Holy Martyr, Trophy Bearer, and Wonderworker George on the 
highest point overlooking the Sea of Marmara. We climb the steep 
path leading to the monastery on a warm Sunday afternoon, not 
quite sure of what we will find at the top. 

We have been to many Byzantine sites in Constantinople. Many are 
former churches, turned for a while into mosques and recently 
converted into museums with previously plastered icons or mosaics 
uncovered. The Great Church of Agia Sophia is perhaps the most 
famous of this type. Less likely are the Byzantine churches still 
operational that host parishes of ever dwindling numbers. We attend 
services at these churches that have a fair number of communicants, 
but most are just transients like us, here for the special feast, but not 
a regular part of this local homogenia (faithful Christian family).

St. George’s Monastery proves to be a third type of sacred place 
which again challenges our pre-established notions of who belongs 
in the Church. Established in the 10th century at the same time as the 
Great Lavra on Mount Athos, the monastery developed a reputation over time of healing 
especially those with mental illness. It became known as St. George of the Bells because those 
who were mentally ill wore bells to identify their distress until they were healed by St. George, 
after which they hung their bells on his miraculous icon. The monastery was destroyed in 1204 by 
invading forces and the miracle-working icon was buried. Then in 1751, the icon was discovered 
by a shepherd who heard a voice and the sound of bells directing him. Since that time of 
restoration, the holy site has become a place of pilgrimage for all people: Orthodox and Catholic, 
Protestant and Jewish, but especially for Muslims. On the feast day of St. George, 60,000-80,000 
of them flock to give thanks to their Aya Yorgi, a fact we find incredible. One of our pilgrims asks 
the question on everyone’s minds, “Why do Muslims care so much for St. George?” The father 
tending the monastery, one of only three attached there, responds rather mysteriously, “I don’t 
know. Why don’t you ask the saint?”

So we ask the saint in this mysterious city, this fallen capital of 
Christian Rome, how do we preserve Holy Tradition in the midst of 
our compromised position in which much of what we consider 
normal church life is outlawed as proselytism by the governing 
authority? This is a delicate balance that His All Holiness the 
Ecumenical Patriarch has to navigate every time he faces a new day. 
Might part of the answer lie in this strange Moslem devotion to a 
saint who has worked as many wonders for them as for the 
Orthodox faithful of Istanbul.

The father tending the monastery finds out who we are and where 
we are from. He invites us spontaneously to pray a vespers service 
with him. After all that we’ve experienced obeying the proscribed 
protocol of the patriarchate, this moment of inspiration was a breath 
of fresh air. 

Our seminarian brotherhood rose to the task and brought all the 
weight of our language and chant training to bear on the situation. 
The constant stream of Turkish pilgrims were looking on as we did what the Church does best: 
Glorify the common Creator of all with an ancient language and service which is nevertheless 
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contemporary and universally sung throughout the world. The only thing that might have made it 
better, if this is even permitted by the government, is to chant a few petitions in Turkish.

It was almost as if this is what all that seminary training was for, the voluntary and impromptu 
enactment of a deep and ancient form of praise. These ancient forms are meant to inspire freedom, 
not imprison us in a list of do’s and don’ts. This is precisely where American informality can meet 
and empower the proscribed pattern, the proven way to praise. If we give too much attention to the 
form and neglect the spirit, a dead formalism results and curtails the original purpose of the form. 
Those in low church traditions with a fear of merely going through the motions are fearful for this 
reason, that they have lost the point of the motions. Being grounded in the ancient form by our 
visit here to the Mother Church keeps us from such a tendency.

We may be shocked when we witness 10th century churches operating today as mosques, but why 
didn’t the Moslems just level them and build swimming pools as the atheist regimes of the 20th 
century attempted in other places? Was it just out of convenience or a lack of resources? Yes, the 
Moslems plastered over many of our icons and removed our crosses, but not all of them. Why did 
they not just level our churches and build new mosques from scratch? Was it simply their beauty? 
Their antiquity?  Or do they have a secret, albeit limited veneration that they themselves cannot 
explain. Perhaps St. George knows and will reveal the answer to us if we deeply love this Queen 
of cities and the people living in her and do not wish to see them completely deprived of Christian, 
miracle-working influence. Perhaps then too we will know how not only to preserve Holy 
Tradition as a museum piece but as it is, the living faith of the Apostle Andrew who first 
enlightened this part of the world. Amen.
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