Senior Thesis: Emily Sailer

Thesis statement:

Christianity should Model after the forms and sacraments of the Eastern Orthodox religion.

Exordium:

He knew his entire Bible. He could recite over two hundred verses from it. Growing up his family would attend church every Sunday. He had always believed that what he was being taught was indeed truth. He never needed to question the authority of his church, and he just accepted its teaching. His father was a Professor at a Biblical University, and he inherited his critical thinking. He studied theology because that’s all that his library consisted of. And he was satisfied with it. 

How can I know what is truth? This is the question he asked himself day to day. He searched his library, different churches, and found no answer. His life mainly consisted of a job six days a week, and when he got a chance, church on Sundays. That usually depended on whether his last Sunday’s experience was satisfying or not. Visiting around, his attempts to find an agreeable church were slimming. At twenty-three, he wasn’t sure his “non-denominational” roots were agreeable to himself anymore.

Last Sunday, he experienced a most disagreeable sermon at the Church of New Hope. He was feeling more tired than usual from working, and he felt the need to be uplifted in body and soul, an indescribable feeling he couldn’t explain to himself. The music was mediocre. It contained nothing he was familiar with, thinking back when he was a committed church attendee. The people might smile at colliding glances. All he could do was think about evening, alone in his library. The pastor soon began the message after what seemed to be eight songs, each never ending in themselves. And he himself, seemed typical, delivering the typical message. First, all he heard were pieces of “come to the cross!”, “we are dead”, and “Christ alone!” Yes, he knew all of that. He knew how to get salvation. He had it. He was sure of it. He was even baptized at fourteen. He left that church feeling the same about everything.

Every Sunday it seemed to be something different. Today, he felt guilt tripped into salvation. A month ago, he didn’t feel good enough for it. He was told to make sure his soul was headed to the right place, before it was too late.  If all these people are considering themselves to be the body of Christ, and most of them seem to be slightly different methods, who is right? They all call themselves the right way. He recalled a church excluding him from partaking in their communion because he wasn’t baptized into that church. “More importantly” he thought, “where did they go wrong?” Each church showed their distinct versions, and their traditional ways. He felt like giving up on church altogether. All he needed was his bible, to interpret the truth. In fact, he concluded, nothing is, as the churches call, “right”. 

He continued to make his weekly rounds, observing the differences of each church, and comparing their claims. But, he continued to experience no satisfaction. He woke up the next Sunday, threatening God to give up on “His religion”. What gives any church the right to declare themselves orthodox? 

On his way to the Presbyterian Church down the highway, he passed the church of St. Nicholas. Immediately thinking of Catholicism on passing this church every Sunday, he never gave thought to visit it. Captivated by the magnificence of its structure, and wondering what they might call to be the truth, he decided to stop. 

On entering he noticed the depictions of many church fathers and Saints, which he could identify, and some that he either didn’t know, or forgot existed. His gaze was fixed on the intricate murals displayed on the high ceilings. As the priest strolled down the aisle, a sweet aroma filled his pew, and he heard the reciting of Greek in almost a low hum coming from the procession. The choir began exulting Halleluiahs behind him. And everyone around him sang Amen in unison. 

He left that service with more understanding. He felt the presence of the Spirit in its authenticity. He was not afraid of his own salvation, or discontent with his profession. He did not fear the eternal reality of hell, or felt the need to re-profess Christ as Lord, as happened several times before. He left knowing Christ overcame death, that there is nothing to fear, that we can rejoice. He rejoiced freely, and was satisfied.

Brief History of the Orthodox Church: 

Orthodoxy can be dated around the time of the Apostles in 33A.D. at the time of the Pentecost, the founding of the Church. Given the Holy Spirit, the Apostles went through out the Middle East, establishing churches. St. Paul traveled West, founding churches in Asia Minor, Greece and Rome. Constantine I moved the capitols of the Roman Empire from Rome to Constantinople.

Theodosius the Great, who established Christianity as the religion of the Roman Empire in 323, died in 395. He was the last to rule over a unified empire. After his death the Eastern and Western halves each had their own emperor. Disunion in the empire caused disunion in the church. 

The early Church was made up of five self-governing dioceses: Antioch, Jerusalem, Alexandria, Constantinople and Rome.  It was not until the Great schism that Rome separated from the others. This Schism of the East and West occurred in 1054. It divided the state church of the Roman Empire in to the East and the West. They became divided because of doctrinal and political disputes. Both the East and the West, the Orthodox church and the Catholics respectively, accuse each other of heresy. 

Today, what is known as the East, or the Orthodox Church, remains consistent with the church in History. Although there are dozens of languages in which Orthodox Believers worship, and churches devoted to them, the doctrines, sacraments and liturgies are the same consistently through out. All honor the Patriarch of Constantinople as their guide. 1
I will be arguing in the perspective of an Orthodox believer. What I claim is not entirely what I myself believe. However, I am interested in exploring the claims of Orthodoxy, and thus I will represent the claims of Orthodoxy in this paper. I will be especially arguing for continuity in our worship. First, that we should be consistent with the faith and Traditions that the early church fathers laid before us, to guide us, in the New Testament. Secondly, I will be arguing that having the right tools of worship are crucial to our faith. We should know how to worship. Thirdly, I will defend the claim that the right forms of worship should include all of the sacraments, not just “ordinances.” Sacraments entail embodiment thus, having visual, concrete aspects to a worship service are important. And finally, I will defend the claim that mystery is essential to faith. It is an essential characteristic of Christian faith and should never be separated from Christian theology. We can see this especially in the very nature f God. The Trinity is the ultimate mystery, and is something that we cannot fully understand.

Argument 1:We should remain consistent with the ancient faith and Traditions laid before us in the Old and New Testaments, and by the Church Fathers.

“Tradition is the life of the Holy Spirit in the church.” ~Vladimir Lossky.2

What is Tradition? It is important to define it, for tradition has a different meaning to the Orthodox believer than it might for other Christians. Tradition is at the center of Orthodoxy. In short, for the Orthodox, Tradition means to be consistent and changeless by keeping the sacraments. These should be kept changeless, and able to remain with the change of centuries. Some of these sacraments include: baptism by immersion, communion, the creed, venerating icons, prayers, and councils. All are recited and practiced changeless. In the Orthodox Church, to preserve the ancient practices is striven. G. Williams wrote, 
“We preserve the Doctrine of the Lord uncorrupted, and firmly adhere to the Faith He delivered to us, and keep it free from blemish and diminution, as a Royal Treasurer, and a monument of great price, neither adding anything, nor taking anything from it.”  3
To keep the early Church Traditions just as they were brought about and to worship the way the first Christians did, is practiced. John of Damascus wrote, 
“We do not change the everlasting boundaries which our fathers have set, but we keep the Tradition, just as we received it .”  4
We are told to keep the Traditions as they were given, but the question is how? Tradition is perceived as a custom, which is passed into generations. But it is more than that to the Orthodox believer; it is the faith that Jesus taught to the Apostles. It is a way of life. And it was the Apostle's job to go out into the world and preach the gospel, this way of life that they had just received, to the nations. 

There is more to Tradition than just teachings. Tradition is a broad spectrum including every aspect within the church. In other words, there is a lot of Tradition, and it has many forms. It includes icons, creeds, ecumenical councils, prayers, and the bible. In the Orthodox perspective, all of these are sacramental means whereby the traditions of the church are preserved. However, the Orthodox conception of Tradition is not what our culture perceives as 'tradition'. It is not simply habits that we discover for ourselves from repetition, or what we associate with different groups of people. Tradition is not just the sacraments being kept to perfection, as the Pharisees interpreted it to be. In Matthew 9:1-3, the Pharisees were astonished that Christ would break the Sabbath law and heal a paralyzed man. “Jesus stepped into a boat, crossed over and came to his own town. Some men brought to him a paralyzed man, lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the man, take heart, son; your sins are forgiven. At this, some of the teachers of the law said to themselves, this fellow is blaspheming!” Much like James 2:17 which states “In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead”, Tradition without faith or sacraments is a dead 'tradition', obtaining only sacraments, or hypocrisy, having only faith and no actions to support it. Tradition should be a living union of faith and practices.    

In receiving these Traditions and sacraments from the past, there is opportunity for error. Just because there is doctrine that we have received from the past, does not make it true. This is where those who lean on their 'traditions' rather than what Christ commanded, fall prey to error.  For if the Tradition is not from Christ, or led by the Holy Spirit, then it is just an act of repetition, a custom. In the past there have been unrighteous customs the have weaseled their way into the ancestry of Tradition. Consider, for example, Emanuel Swedenborg, influential in the 1700’s because of his newly divine revelations. He claimed to have been appointed by the Lord to write Heavenly doctrines to reform Christianity. He was opposed to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity as being three separate persons. His idea of salvation did not consist of Sola Fide, meaning Faith Alone, which was originated by Martin Luther. He believed faith was irrelevant to salvation, that a person need only charity, doing good whenever possible.5 Because this example is not Tradition and is not consistent with the past, it is important to be critical, or have familiarity of the past so as not to deceive ourselves, straying from Christ’s message to His Apostles. It is important for us to decipher the difference between custom and Tradition.  

The attempt to keep continuity can cause people to fall into the error of laziness or mindless, thoughtless, repetition alone. Timothy Ware, author of the book ‘The Orthodox Church’, describes this phenomenon as “parrot-like”, only repeating a “formulae” and having no understanding. This can be easy to fall into. However, Tradition is more than a cluster of doctrines, of creeds, and of councils, it is a way of life. It is “a personal encounter with Christ in the Holy Spirit”6.  Having Tradition does not just mean to concur with what the past places on our plates, but it is an ever-growing knowledge of the Holy Spirit. Georges Florovsky says that “Tradition is the principle of growth and regeneration…it is the constant abiding of the Spirit and not only the memory of words.”7 John 16:13 states, “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come.” Orthodoxy means “right belief” and “right worship”. How else can we effectively worship and glorify God without the true doctrines?
Argument 2: The right tools of worship are a crucial aspect to our faith.

Having the right Liturgy is important. We are told that Orthodoxy means “right belief” or “right worship.” Those who seek to be orthodox (little ‘o’), as all Christians must, should know how to worship the right way. Many different churches argue for their forms of worship as being the right way. The Catholic Church, for instance, teaches the doctrine of transubstantiation (the Eucharist becoming Christ's actual physical flesh and blood during communion). Baptists strongly argue against the use of fermented drink during the service, and instead substitute it for a non-alcoholic fruit of the vine. The Amish churches preach strictly in German, and read the scriptures in the same language. Given the great diversity of practices, how can Christians possibly know what is right? Most importantly, how can we distinguish the differences between Tradition and 'traditions'? With so many diverse styles of worship, how are we to know which is the right way? It is important for worship is a way of life. Many churches have split in history, making sure to label themselves differently so that they might be distinguished from the group of which they have departed.

The Orthodox Church teaches the preservation of the Early Church and the Church Fathers. They attempt to keep continuity from the very beginning, from the very first church service. This is how there can be assurance that worship is done correctly. This is so as not to cause disbelief and fractious disputing. The way we worship is just as important as our faith, because it reveals the character of our faith. For the Orthodox, then, the order of the worship service or Liturgy is guarded carefully. They believe that their worship is kept the same way Jesus taught his disciples to worship. This is the “apostolic” quality of Orthodox worship. Christ graciously showed the Apostles how to worship, for we, as a sinful race, cannot determine it ourselves. It is the duty of the church, the Orthodox believe, to preserve what the Apostles passed on from our Lord. 

The history of denominations demonstrates how unfit we are to create patterns of worship on our own. We are fractious, divisive creatures who tend to revert to human customs, rather than relying upon God. For this reason, the Orthodox argue, it is important to keep forms of worship (i.e. the Liturgy) consistent with what Christ passed on to the Apostles. The only way we can know what Christ taught, then, is from the scriptures and Tradition. When Christ was here on earth, He left his Apostles with a command. That command was the Great Commission: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations.” From there it was their responsibility to teach the nations. But not only did they teach, they made disciples and they congregated believers. This meant that they introduced converts not only to the message of salvation, but also to forms of worship, which communicate and convey that message.  Thus, they didn’t only preach, they also set up churches wherever there were conversions. And when they set up these churches, they left them with an Apostolic Tradition. In other words, the “message” of the Great Commission cannot ultimately be separated from the “form” of the Great Commission. God sent the Holy Spirit to guide the Apostles so that they might be successful not only in preaching, but also in making disciples. Matthew 28:19-20 states this clearly; “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  And certainly worship is essential to discipleship. 
Why can we have so much faith in Tradition? Because; the Apostles were given the authority from Christ Himself. They had the “keys to the kingdom”. They possessed the right spiritual council and guidance. This is how we can be sure of Tradition, because it is traceable back to the Apostles and we know that the Great Commission cannot be thwarted. The gates of hell cannot prevail against the church. Matthew 16:18-19 says, “And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church, and the gates of hades shall not prevail against it. And I will give you the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in Heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in Heaven.” They were given the power to bind on earth, to make disciples, what will be bound in Heaven. 

Orthopraxy is defined as “right practice”. To worship right, we must have the right practices and rituals. Why is this so important?  De Tocqueville rights in his Democracy in America to warn of the affects that democracy was having on religion. He was fearful for the loss of forms in society and religion, which should be kept, not destroyed. Loosing forms in religion looses the principle of authority. He writes, 

“Religious nations are therefore naturally strong on the very point on which democratic nations are weak; this shows of what importance it is for men to preserve their religion as their conditions become more equal.” 8
As democracy creates equality, and as the society and the people change, religion should not be associated with it. The unchanging religion is what makes us strong, and able to withstand the loss of forms, and the loss of freedom. He also writes, 
“When the religion of a people is destroyed, doubt gets hold of the higher powers of the intellect and half paralyzes all the others. Every man accustoms himself to having only confused and changing notions on the subjects most interesting to his fellow creatures and himself.” 9
De Tocqueville observed that democracy caused diversity and destroyed unity. He was worried that it would cause diversity with the styles of worship, that man would be confused with what is right. Democracy did just that, which is evident in today’s society more clearly. Churches have become so diverse, that there is almost every kind of church for each individual’s view. 
The Old and New Testaments have an abundance of references that tell us to worship with joyfulness and song. Thus, our sermons should not scare us into the Heavenly kingdom. The message of eternal hell, yes it should be a warning to non-believers, but it should not be the central message and should not be the reason for ones conversion. We should concentrate on God's promises to us, and His mercy. His promises were given to us while He was here on earth. And we can know them by continuity, and by the scriptures. For He says, “I did not come to destroy the law, but to fulfill the law and the prophets.” This is the reason for the order of Worship, done in the Orthodox service. It will begin solemn, were one meditates on the life and death of Christ. Building up to His resurrection, overcoming of death, and eternal reign, it always ends triumphant.  

How can we know how to worship, or what the Liturgy specifically looks like? In the typical Orthodox service, the Liturgy order will vary from church to church. Some churches will use some sacraments and not others at different times. Although the order of worship differs, the sacraments always include Baptism and the Eucharist. A typical service will include psalms, the Lord's Prayer, creeds, an Epistle and Gospel reading, communion, and Baptism. As stated before, every service will build upon itself, ending on a triumphant note, remembering that Christ overcame death on the cross. Thus the services always end with communion, a time of celebration and joyfulness. Yes, there is a time of reflection, and a time of repentance. That is left to the many other sacraments.
Argument 3: Worship should include all the sacraments, not just the ordinances
Before we use the sacraments, we must understand what the word sacrament means. It is always important to define terms before stressing their significance. They are described as “Holy mysteries.”10 Sacraments are simply “an outward visible sign, for an inward spiritual grace.”11 We use them to receive grace. This is true for every sacrament, whether it be baptism, icons, Chrismation or a creed. Because we are humans, possessing a body and a soul, our worship should include both physical and spiritual aspects. The purpose of sacraments, are for individuals as the church body. They are for the body of Christ. For some, for instance icons, it is a time to be more personal with God. We are one unified body within the church, receiving personalized and unified grace from the Heavenly Father, whose vehicle is the sacraments. We can know them, but we cannot always provide explanation for them. A crucial aspect to faith is having mystery, and mystery is having faith.

In the Medieval era, scholasticism took ground. It attempted to explain the unexplainable, to explain the concept of communion, believed to be a mystery to the Orthodox believer. This is known as transubstantiation. Scholasticism was an era where faith and doctrine was tested, put to reason, and did not allow for any mystery to exist. It was perceived in a new way, as a formula, in an academic demeanor. It was influenced by the logic of the Greeks.12 This is not how faith should be. Faith should have mystery. We should not try to reason the scriptures, trying to give explanation to everything, and drawing out our own conclusions from our reasoning. Theology should be able to be understood by nations, by every “Nicodemus”, so that it can be made clear, and attainable even by the youngest. Having a formulaic theology removes the mystery, a most important aspect to attain in theology, from faith. It takes away from the mystery in the sacraments.
 
The sacraments are what make up the Liturgy. They unite us with God. They are the life of the believer. Practicing them within the Liturgy, gives us a glimpse of what the new heaven and new earth will be like, in our reconciliation with God. This is the reason for the Liturgy, and why the right way of worship, the orthodox way, is so important. It is practicing Heaven on earth. So what should the sacraments possess? There are seven specific sacraments in the Orthodox Church: baptism, communion, Chrismation, confession, anointing of the sick, marriage and any becoming of a holy order or position in the Church, whether it is bishops or church fathers. Even though there are many sacraments, these seven are the most important. We must not forget that, according to the definition of sacraments, almost any practice in the Liturgy can be considered a sacrament. Icons, prayers, creeds, scripture readings, psalms, and all these orders of worship are considered sacraments in the Orthodox Church. All are practiced to keep our worship from defilement from human error, and most importantly to keep continuity.

The sacraments are physical, for we are physical. Certain prayers are spoken, some from creeds, some from the Psalmists, and it is always common for them to be memorized. Songs are composed of the psalms, and are often chanted. Why? To keep the senses always active: visualizing, hearing, singing, touching, and smelling. The senses are exercised. During the Liturgy, the Bishop will burn incense as a symbol of our prayers being received into Heaven. There is nothing mystical or “Zen” occurring here. Candles will be lit to symbolize prayers that are offered and answered. When walking into an Orthodox Church for the first time, one will stand in awe. A question is commonly asked, “Why are the churches so elaborate?” Well, why not? The appearance of the church is intended, in every aspect, to aid in worship. In a sense, the Orthodox Church is a “new Temple” patterned after the Old Testament model of the Temple.  The Old Testament describes Solomon's Temple as extravagant, overlaid with gold (1 Kings 6:20-21), with olive wood cherubim (1 Kings 6:23), carved cherubim, palm trees and open flowers (1 Kings 6:23), and with blue, purple and crimson linens (2 Corinthians 3:14).  

Concerning the most controversial aspects of the Liturgy: 

Communion-

Communion, or the Eucharist, is one of the most important sacraments put to practice in the Liturgy. The purpose of the order of the Liturgy is to lead up to communion, a celebrated time in the church. It possesses similar practice to the Catholic faith. Catholicism teaches that the bread and wine magically become Christ's physical body and blood, through some mystical transformation. That God is the bread and wine. This teaching causes great controversy among the churches, and is often referred to as heresy. The Orthodox believer teaches the following: the communion is a mystery, like most of the theology. When partaking of communion, you are partaking of Christ's body and blood which were the sacrifice that gave us eternal life. It is as the scriptures state in 1 Corinthians 11:24- 26, “And when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, this is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me. In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, this cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me. For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” Christ said “this is my body”, and “this is my blood.” communion is held to have remembrance of His sacrifice until the hour He comes again. The debate between believers is whether the elements of the supper are symbols, or whether they are His body and blood. Orthodoxy teaches that the elements are elements. They are always bread and wine. However, Christ dwells in the elements. This is part of the mystery to the faith. Just as Christ has the power to be fully God and human, He has the power to proclaim the elements of bread and wine his body and blood. It is as the scriptures say, however, transubstantiation strives to put scientific explanation in the elements. It reasons with the mystery, and proclaims a mystical transformation of His broken body and shed blood.
Icons-

Along with these physical sacraments, visual aids are almost a separate category in themselves and deserve their own section. Having prayers and scriptures sung or chanted is helpful and important, but having visual aids in the church is often debated about and usually dismissed. First and foremost, icons are never worshiped, but are rather prayer aids, and are venerated. They are placed as such, to give honor and reverence to who is depicted in them. This is the reason for the act of kissing an icon. On an icon depicting Christ, his feet and hair will be kissed in reverence. It is an act of humbling oneself before God. Icons depicting a saint, such as angels, will be used as “vehicles for grace.” One will pray before the icon, existing as a reminder for us of their importance in history, asking for grace. The angel on the icon is not worshiped, but acts more like a mediator. In the same way one asks his brother to pray for him, an icon will act as a reminder of that person, so they can ask God for them to be of aid. An icon depicting Michael the Archangel standing over Satan, will serve as a reminder of the ever more powerful divine realm.

There are however guidelines to icons. Icons are considered beautiful, but are not to be considered as beautiful pieces of art to decorate the mantle. This is why they are referred to as being written, and not painted. Their being written and simplicity in their depictions, separates them from art. Their purpose is not just to be beautiful and depict “religious pictures”. There are such things as icon museums. In this case icons are not icons. Ions should be properly used within the church and during prayer. They can be perceived as beautiful but should not be set aside for beauty.
Argument 4: Mystery is an essential characteristic in Christian theology, and should never be separate from it.
As has been stated before, faith should include mystery. It is essential. Theology should not be separated from mysticism, like that which occurred during the Scholastic age in which St. John Chrysostom stated, “What we believe is not the same as what we see.”13 The concept of mystery is like having faith in the unseen, faith in the divine realm. Because we cannot always see and understand things about theology, one cannot have salvation without having faith or mystery. We must just accept the Traditions and teachings of Christ. We should not try to reason what we cannot see, or what has not been made known to us. Christ left things unknown to us because He is Omniscient, and we are not. The East/West schism occurred because of the debate concerning the Trinity. The Filioque clause was added to the Nicene Creed at the third council of Toledo in 589. The Eastern Church did not accept this addition, for it contradicted the monarchical concept of the trinity. The clause was never approved by the early Ecumenical councils, the councils decided by Bishops around the world. And so the Orthodox do not consider it to be part of the creed. This concept introduced, tried to reason the Trinity, making the Trinity a totally different concept than what it is. It created it to be something without mystery. 

The concept of the Trinity is a mystery, and we cannot understand it. We must accept it, for that it is the way it is. The Trinity concept is the one and many. The Orthodox Church teaches the Father as being the fountainhead. We are told to pray to the Father, not the son or Holy Spirit. It is much like a monarchical relationship. For the Son is begotten of the Father and from whom the Holy Spirit precedes. For He gave us His Son and sent us the Holy Spirit, to dwell on this earth in every believer. They are one person, but at the same time the Father is who we pray to, the Father is who sent the Son and Holy Spirit. He is the head. Although He is the head, there is temptation to exalt the Father above the rest. Neither of the Trinity is lesser than the other. God the Father is the father and not the Son or the Holy Spirit, and so is true for the others. Each Triune is God, but they are not each other. The three persons are God, each having their own characteristics. 

There is much debate about hierarchy within the trinity, if any. We cannot know exactly what the trinity is, but we can know what it is not. We can know it does not proceed from the Son. The Bible is not specific in giving an explanation. It leaves it to mystery, having faith in the Triune God. But, it is specific about the Holy Spirit proceeding from the Father in John 15:26 which states, “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father- the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father- he will testify about me.” The Nicene Creed describes the Trinity in the following way: “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father [and the Son]. With the Father [and the Son] he is worshiped and glorified.”14 This is proclaiming an equality in hierarchy between the Father and the Son. Yes they are a unity, but this addition of “...and the Son...” into the clause changes the entire hierarchy. It places the Holy Spirit under the Father and the Son. Now there are two fountainheads in the Trinity, which contradicts John 15. So ask the question, why does God, when He teaches us how to pray, tell us to pray to the Father? The trinity in a way is a unity, and it also is a monarchy, in that the Father is the fountainhead. Just as God is fully God and man, these two concepts are mysteries to us and must be trusted.

This is why continuity is so important, and keeping the Traditions consistent. Consistency keeps the church from disputes, errors and schisms. We are meant to be a unity under Christ, within the church.
The Deuterocanonicals- second canon:
What has been keeping disunion between Christians since the East and West schism has made way to more division. Ever since the Filioque controversy there has been much more of disputing and division. What the Orthodox use as the scriptures, the Protestant churches would consider a heresy. A huge debate is held between what the two consider to be true. How can we know what the true scriptures are? How can we be sure we are even reading them? This controversy causes much uncertainty in the church. Often battling denominations will claim to have 'the correct completion of the scriptures', and will declare the other either missing parts of the Bible, or adding to the completion of it. Is this segregation and disputing really all that necessary? For the Protestant, it is. For their teachings and Traditions primarily rely on the scriptures. The Orthodox Church relies on the scriptures, for they are divine. However, they also have Traditions from the past to take into account alongside of the scriptures. And by Tradition, the apocrypha was part of the scriptures. Having both Traditions and scriptures allow for support and checking of one anther’s accuracy. If scriptures contradict with Tradition, then the past is questioned. This allows for the least amount of error, for the past should always be questioned. 

The Apocrypha, as it is commonly known to Protestants, is translated as “hidden”. It is composed of several books of the Bible, which were originally part of the early church scriptures. These books are the Old Testament scriptures that were originally written in Greek and not Hebrew, as all the others were done so. These books were debated about, and eventually removed all together.15 The Orthodox Church refers to them as Deuterocanonicals, or the second canons, and still include them in their translations of scriptures. But where did they go? Why did some decide to exclude them from the divine scriptures? Removing them is rejecting the historical church's authority of the scriptures. If some authority was allowed to remove them, why did they not remove everything? How can we know then that any book is divine? This is why Orthodox Christians strive for continuity of the past and of the early church. The early church was given authority from God to tie together the scriptures, to decide what would be our Bible. And why do we not leave them with that authority? I have often heard the argument concerning speaking in tongues that it is adding to the scriptures; that the scriptures have been closed, completed, and tongues should not be practiced. Defining the word is important in this instance. Speaking in tongues is referred to as a divine message from the Holy Spirit, which occurred in the writing of our scriptures. If we cannot add to the already closed scriptures, what gives us the authority to take away from the scriptures? The Apocrypha has always been one of the many stories of God's people.  King James Charles Stewart says, “Apocrypha-- that is, books which are not regarded as equal to the Holy Scriptures, and yet are profitable and good to read.” He acknowledges these books as being indeed useful. 
Are they, in fact, uninspired or even heresy? The council of Trent, held between 1545 and 1563, concluded that “...if anyone receives not as sacred and canonical the said books entire with all their parts, as they have been used to be read in the Catholic Church...let him be anathema.”15 We can know that in history, the Bible was originally strung together and included the Apocrypha, this being called the Septuagint. The early Church Fathers decided this through sessions of councils. The council of Trent decided the accuracy of the deuterocanonical books. The question to ask is, when, in fact, were the books placed into one volume called the Bible? And what caused the canonical books to be removed? We must remember that the Church is the one who created the Bible, not vise-versa. For thousands of years, there was nothing that Christians could pick up with one hand and call the scriptures. In fact, it wasn’t until the invention of a printing press that the decided scriptures could be put into one. Through dispute and argument, the deuterocanonical books were originally included in the scriptures. It wasn’t until the council of Jamnia that the Septuagint was speculated, and removed.15 What was the main reason? These books were not originally written in Hebrew or written 400 years prior. 

Example from the Apocrypha: 

This passage is from Tobit 12:7-10.
“Do good, and evil shall not touch you. Better prayer with sincerity, and alms giving with righteousness, than wealth with wickedness. Better give alms than hoard up gold. Alms giving preserves a man from death and wipes out sin. Givers of alms will enjoy long life; but sinners and wrong doers are their own worst enemies.” 
There are good things to abide by in this passage, as King James stated above. We should give alms, we should not hoard. This passage creates controversy. In particular, “Alms giving preserves a man from death and wipes out sin.” This sounds controversial to salvation. But, we must consult context. The context to this passage is the following: a man Tobias is repaying someone for his good deeds. The question then arises from this passage; will those good deeds preserve him from death? Only Christ overcoming death has indeed preserved us. However, salvation to the Orthodox believer is not Sola Fide, meaning faith alone, but faith and works. If one truly has faith, then one will take up his cross and follow Christ, bearing the fruit. For the scriptures say that even the demons believe. Professing faith is not the solo act to salvation. For, “faith without works is dead” James 2:17. This passage in Tobit underlines that, indeed if one has faith, one will accompany faith by his deeds. Truly then, can he be preserved from death. 

In my perspective, the Apocrypha is very controversial. There will be skeptics who will bash each of its verses declaring it heresy, and question its content. The later is certainly necessary. But, we should not be dismissive on the early church’s decisions, just because they weren’t written in Hebrew, or because it seems questionable. In fact, the book of Revelation was strongly disputed about. Our main skepticism should be centered on Christ and salvation. The early church saw the deuterocanonicals fit to be apart of the bible, and so we should not turn our backs on them. We must take into account, that most of the books are narratives, and not teachings. They tell of a story that occurred in History with God’s people. The book of Maccabees, for example, is itself a narrative. We should not fear narratives. I have not sat down and read through all the books to analyze and interpret each of its passages. That should certainly be done first and foremost. I do not have the knowledge to declare the Apocrypha part of scripture or apart from it. And so to clear the confusion, we must rely on the authority and pray to God for understanding.
Conclusion:

My thoughts on Orthodox Christianity:


I believe that most of our modern churches today lack mystery. They lack some of the wonderment and captivation that occupy the liturgy and church itself. Our churches should be appealing, for we are practicing “heaven now on earth”. We are imitating what the kingdom will be like when we worship God in the beauty of Holiness. And it will be magnificent. So should our services be. Comparing the Orthodox liturgy to what I have experienced, I ask the question, why are we doing what we are doing? Where is that magnificence in our worship? In concurrence with De Tocqueville, we have allowed religion to change in our democratic country. It has been altered through the centuries, and its consistency lost. We are told to worship in “spirit and truth.” God told us what truth was when the Apostles obeyed the command of the Great Commission. And that truth was passed along among the different churches appointed at that time. We should strive for that truth in our worship. 

Our goal should be Theosis, to become Holy, even as Christ Himself is Holy. Worship can only be achieved through the two-way relationship between God and man. We are to strive to be like God, although we can never become God. It is a never-ending process of growth. Matthew 5:48 states, “Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.” There is no neutrality. We are either becoming more like Christ or less like Christ. We will either be walking with Him or walking away from Him. Hebrews 12:28-29 says to “worship God acceptably with reverence and awe” John 4:24 says we must “worship in spirit and truth.” There is no beating around the bush. We must have true worship, and we must worship with truth.

We should worry when we don’t know why we are practicing our worship the way we do. We are a sinful nation, a materialistic and selfish race. Is it really for us to decide what we want our worshiping experience to be? The greatest commandment given to us was “to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul and mind” Matthew 22:37. In loving the Lord our God, we worship Him and we give Him reverence. Worship is life to a believer. 
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