
Sunday of the Saints of America 2013

Second Sunday after Pentecost

Earlier this week we celebrated the life of St John of San Francisco.  Then came the 
celebration of the founding of our country, the fourth of July.  Now, this Sunday, we are called 
upon to commemorate all the saints of America.  Compared to other countries that celebrate 
their saints today, there are not very many of these “Saints of America”. The Orthodox Church 
has been present on the American Continent since the late 1700’s but primarily through the 
Russian mission to the indigenous people of Alaska.  Later we have such saints at St John, St 
Rafael of New York and St Alexis of Pennsylvania, all who were primarily pastors to immigrant 
communities. St Tikon’s efforts to organize a unified Orthodox Church in America were shot 
down by the revolution in Russia.

Naturally we American Orthodox treasure the deposit of faith that has been bequeathed 
to us by those wonderful people and indeed by all the various Orthodox peoples who have 
come to this country and labored to establish and maintain Orthodox Parishes and 
Monasteries. It is natural that these establishments were built first and foremost for 
themselves and for their families. Yet, as our own Benjamin Franklin once wrote, “God governs 
in the affairs of men”. St John also reflected upon this and taught that God was using the 
Diaspora of Orthodox people to spread the message of the Orthodox Gospel. We can see 
throughout our country that this is indeed beginning to happen and we can all be thankful that 
we have been able to participate in this blessing with “responsive gratefulness”. We will look to 
find ways to express our gratitude both in worship and in helping to spread the good news.

If we study the history of our Church, we will discover that its way of evangelizing is 
respectful of people and their cultures rather than imperialistic – although there has often been 
some of that also. The Orthodox have in principle recognized that different races and nations 
have their own personalities, as it were, and just as it is central to our theology that in achieving 
communion with God, an individual’s unique personhood is not annihilated but rather 
transfigured. This is also our understanding of the church’s effect upon cultures.

There is an excellent example of the church’s sensitivity to this principle in the recent 
Road to Emmaus magazine.  The issue focuses upon the recent reception into the Orthodox 
Church of tens of thousands of Mayans in Guatemala.  At one point the Archbishop for the 
Ecumenical Patriarch told the head of the Mayan Mission that he had five years to complete 
their catechization.  He replied, “It took four hundred years to complete the catechization of 
Russia and you expect me to do this in five?”  Let’s face it, Orthodoxy is a slow read, in great 
part because real transformation cannot be forced from outside.  We must force ourselves, but 
we cannot and must not try to force each other. Much patience is required.



But what can we constructively do to help our fellow citizens, beyond the obvious 
necessity of doing our own spiritual work? The article about the Mayans reminded me of 
another “missionary fundamental”. The man who almost singlehandedly brought the Mayans 
to Orthodoxy, although not a Mayan himself, had for his whole adult life tried to help these 
people, even before he himself became Orthodox. He fought for their civil rights and was twice 
shot in assassination attempts.  The Mayans experienced responsive gratitude and returned his 
love with love and trust.

Many of us have experienced similar things in our own association with Abbot Herman 
and Metropolitan Joseph.  Both of these men have been true Apostolic Heroes, sacrificing 
themselves, risking themselves and pouring themselves out on behalf of us, not just as 
individuals, but as a community with its own ethos that they recognized and valued. We owe 
these men a debt of gratitude that can only be repaid by some measure of emulation on our 
part. Are these, our spiritual fathers’ saints? In the official sense, no. But in the broader sense of 
the term we can think of them as saints and thank God for their witness to the Good News of 
God’s Love for humanity, up close and personal.

Still, both of these blessed men are visitors to us, not only from the previously unknown 
world of Orthodoxy, but from largely unfamiliar Orthodox cultures as well. Fr. Herman 
transmitted not only his Orthodoxy and love for us but his love for ‘Holy Russia’ as well. 
Metropolitan Joseph, throughout his time with us has often expressed his longing to return to 
his beloved Bulgaria. However, as an American Orthodoxy gradually begins to develop, we need 
not, and should not, look to Holy Russia, Byzantium or one of the historic ‘Orthodox cultures’ 
for the roots of our national ethos. Those roots are right here in the America founding and the 
Founding Fathers’ themselves.

In the spirit of July 4th, let us reflect upon this briefly. Are the founders’ saints according 
to the Orthodox understanding? Of course not. Are they nevertheless worthy of Orthodox 
admiration and respect and love? I would argue yes, absolutely. I have grown rather tired of 
hearing Orthodox people, especially Americans, running down the American founding fathers 
as Deists, Masons and heretics.  True, they were not Orthodox, but to imply that these men 
were not righteous before God because they did not possess the fullness of Orthodox belief is 
nonsense, and unorthodox nonsense at that.  I must confess to have done some of that myself, 
which I now regret. I have observed this happen to many converts – perhaps we are just 
dazzled by Orthodoxy’s grandeur.

Yet both the Old and New Testaments give examples of people who find favor with God 
yet are not formally in the Church.  The Fathers’ also speak of this often. I remember 
particularly how Justin Martyr in the 2nd Century taught that the fullness of faith includes things 
that are not in themselves the fullness. Echoing St Paul, he goes on to call people who do God’s 



Will, yet have never hear of Christianity, (or perhaps only heard distorted versions of it), he 
called these people Christians.

I am convinced that if Orthodox people also would spend some time studying the ideas, 
lives and political model that these men gave us, they would discover for themselves a national 
heritage not only amenable to Orthodoxy but also amendable as to be surprising. Consider 
these few statements:

“Our liberties are the gift of God. They are not to be violated but with His Wrath” Thomas 
Jefferson

“Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people.  It is wholly inadequate to 
the government of any other.”  John Adams

“Before any man can be considered as a member of civic society, he must be considered as a 
subject of the Governor of the Universe” James Madison

These are men who clearly realize that civil life, in order to be truly civil, must be guided 
by Divine Law. They professed a generic form of “Mere Christianity” that is in no way hostile to 
an Orthodoxy that is willing to recognize its Imperial trappings as such. One American born 
Bishop has even spoken to this noting that in America Orthodoxy has a historic opportunity to 
be itself, free of both State persecution and the often corrupting influence of State support.

The story of the founding of America is one of the most inspiring in all human history 
and it is our story. Too few today are hearing it. American Orthodox Christians need to 
recognize that there is a civil war going on for the heart and soul of America and that few 
though we may be, our support for an America ‘under God’ instead of ‘under the state’ is 
desperately needed.

Think of this.  If we Orthodox will stand with our fellow American Christians in the time 
of trial, will we not demonstrate in the most effective manor, our love for them and for our 
country? Might this not even be the opportunity that God is placing before us to become 
confessors in the face of opposition? Might not this national struggle be an arena for the 
formation of saints?  Perhaps, instead of an unpleasantness that we seek to avoid we are being 
given a golden opportunity to express responsive gratefulness to our God who willingly took 
upon himself suffering for our sins. May God grant us this gratitude to Him and to all of His 
servants, the Orthodox Saints of America and also the founders of our country who together 
have given us the opportunity for an American Orthodoxy.

God Bless America!




