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Theme: Windows in the Gospel – The Denominations of Christianity 
“The Orthodox Churches: Mystery, Liturgy and Tradition” 

Sermon preached by Jeff Huber – based on a sermon series by Adam Hamilton 

August 11-12, 2012 at First United Methodist Church, Durango 

 
Please stand as we prepare together to read the Nicene Creed. 

Let us love one another that with one mind we may confess: 
 
I believe in one God the Father almighty,  
Maker of heaven and earth, 
and of all things visible and invisible.  
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the only-begotten,  
begotten of the Father before all ages;  
Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten, not made,  
of one essence with the Father, by whom all things were made.  
Who for us men and for our salvation came down from heaven, 
and was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and became man; 
and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried; 
and the third day He rose again according to the Scriptures;  
and ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of the Father.  
And He shall come again with glory to judge the living and the dead; 
of His kingdom there shall be no end. 
And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Giver of life,  
Who proceeds from the Father, Who with the Father and the Son together is 
worshipped and glorified, Who spoke by the prophets.  
In one Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church; 
I confess one baptism for the forgiveness of sins; 
I look for the resurrection of the dead 
and the life of the age to come. Amen. 

Let us pray. 

Illumine our hearts O Master who lovest us, with the pure light of thy divine 
knowledge, and open the eyes of our mind to the understanding of thy epistle 
teaching, Amen. 

Please remain standing for the reading of Scripture from the letter to the Hebrews. 

Hebrews 11:1-3; 12:1-2 

1 Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen; it gives us 
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assurance about things we cannot see. 2 Through their faith, the people in days of 
old earned a good reputation. 3 By faith we understand that the entire universe 
was formed at God’s command, that what we now see did not come from 
anything that can be seen. 

1 Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to the life 
of faith, let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so 
easily trips us up. And let us run with endurance the race God has set before us. 
2 We do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, the champion who initiates and 
perfects our faith. Because of the joy awaiting him, he endured the cross, 
disregarding its shame. Now he is seated in the place of honor beside God’s 
throne. 

Please be seated. 

VIDEO Orthodox Churches Sermon Starter 

SLIDE  The Orthodox Church 

 For those of you who walked in a bit late today, you may not know that 
today we are beginning a new series of sermons on the denominations of 
Christianity. Our worship service has been altered somewhat from what we 
normally do. Each week during this series of sermons we are going to try to 
expose you to elements of worship if you were to worship in the particular 
tradition that we are looking at that weekend. Today you have heard the Great 
Litany which comes from the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. This is the 
same liturgy that was offered to God this weekend at the Orthodox worship 
service I attended on Saturday morning up near Lemon reservoir. It is the same 
liturgy that will be offered throughout Orthodox churches in the United States 
and around the world. It will be in different languages but the same words will be 
offered to God in prayer and service in worship. 

 We are glad that you are here today and I want to encourage you to take 
notes because I hope you will learn a few things today about the Orthodox 
tradition in the Christian faith. In the first part of this sermon I am going to try and 
teach you something about the Orthodox traditions that you may not have known 
before so please have out a pen or pencil and on the front side of your Message 
Notes you will find a place to write things down. The second part of this sermon 
will be focused on hearing God’s word and listening for what God might teach us 
through the Scriptures and from our Orthodox friends that might help us grow in 
our own faith and be more authentically the presence of Jesus Christ in the world. 
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 On the backside of that you will find our Meditation Moments which is an 
invitation to read the Bible on your own this week. We are going to read through 
the book of Hebrews in the New Testament. It is a letter which has influenced 
orthodoxy in a large way and is very Orthodox in feelings. I think you will be 
blessed as you take the time to read through this book and reflect upon what it 
might mean for your life today.  

 When I was about 12 years old my mother and stepfather piled myself and 
my six-year-old sister into our sky blue Ford LTD station wagon with dark brown 
wood side paneling. We drove from our home in San Jose California across the 
deserts of Nevada and Utah and through the mountains of Colorado to the 
Denver area for my first ever family reunion. My mother's side of the family had a 
history of family reunions on both my grandmother’s side, which is the Berry 
family, and my grandfather's side, which is the Lane family. My mother had 43 
cousins on one side of the family and 56 on the other end, and by this time many 
of them had their own children and so you can imagine how crazy it was to have 
all of us and brothers and sisters and third cousins twice removed gathered 
together in one place. We played lawn bowling and had lots of potlucks and it was 
the first place that I ever had Tab in bottles, which at that point was the diet 
version of Coca-Cola. Some of you have no idea what I'm talking about but no 
doubt some of you remember those days. 

 Family reunions are held less frequently in American culture these days 
because families seem to be so spread out, but I can remember going to those 
reunions and always looking for someone that I was familiar with. I tried to find 
my cousins that were around my age or at least people who didn't look as crazy as 
most of my family. I'm sure other people look at me the same way as well. There 
were always people that I met and I would walk away thinking, "Dear God, please 
let no one ever find out that we are related!" 

 As I got older and attended family reunions I came to appreciate them 
more and I was fascinated by the stories of each person that I met in the family. 
One year at a family reunion I heard about one of my mother's cousins who was 
also a United Methodist pastor but was now in jail. I also heard about other family 
members who had done great things during the past year. 

 Here is what I discovered as I listened to each person’s story. Somehow, 
their story was intertwined with my story. I couldn't quite keep all the 
relationships straight in terms of second cousins who are twice removed or a third 
cousin who was four times removed. They seemed so distant and many of them 
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lived so far away that it was hard to see how it all fit together. 

 But as I look back on those family reunions here is what I began to realize. I 
began to think about my great-grandmother Grace Berry. You have heard me talk 
about her in sermons before because she was a tremendous person of faith who 
impacted my life greatly. 

SLIDE  Grandma Berry 

 Here’s a picture of Grandma Berry who came to be my nanny when I was 
six years old and my sister was just born. I loved Grandma Berry because she 
made great food and she spent time teaching us about life and about God. She is 
the one who brought the package of 1000 napkins which had imprinted upon 
them Psalm 118:24. 

SLIDE  This is the day the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it! 

 I would say that Scripture as my grace before each meal and to this day it 
has become a part of who I am. She made me feel special and would come and 
sleep in my bedroom when I was scared at night after an earthquake. She very 
calmly captured my pet mouse under her nightgown one night after he had 
escaped and simply said, "Jeffrey, will you come and get your mouse please?" I 
have many fond memories of times with grandma Berry both in our home and 
when I visited her in the nursing home at the age of 104 when I witnessed her 
going around and reading letters and Scripture for the "old people" who lived in 
the rooms next to her. 

 Everybody who came to those Berry family reunions looked to grandma 
Berry. For my grandmother Ruth she was her mother. For my mother she was her 
grandmother. For my great aunts and uncles, she was their mother. For my 
second cousins of which they were too many to name she was there 
great-grandmother. Grandma Berry was either sister or mother or grandmother 
or great-grandmother or great great-grandmother to everyone who came to 
those family reunions. That simplifies things a lot for me, to know that we were all 
connected through that one woman in our family. 

 We are going to be studying the different denominations over the next few 
weeks and some of them you will find very familiar. They feel like your sisters or 
your brothers because they worship in a similar way. They might say "debts" 
instead of "trespasses" in the Lord's Prayer, but we recognize their pattern of 
worship. Other folks feel like those third cousins who are four times removed. We 
look at them and we go, "How exactly are you connected to me?" 
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 But when you look at all of these different groups that we are going to 
study over the next eight weeks, here is what you will find. We all have the same 
Father and the same Lord Jesus Christ and the same Holy Spirit. Some people 
have said to me as they have noticed that we are starting this series of sermons, 
"Aren't you afraid that some people will leave our church and go to one of these 
other churches?" 

 In some ways, I would consider that a success. If there were some folks in 
our congregation who said, "You know I really feel like I am more like this," then 
that would be okay. I thought about several specific people who might enjoy 
being in a different tradition! I'm just kidding. I haven't thought of anybody that I 
would want to go to another church. 

 The reality is that we each have different spiritual needs. I am pleased and 
blessed to be a United Methodist. I like who we are and it resonates with my soul 
when I look at the theology of John Wesley and the beginning of the Methodist 
movement. But as United Methodist we look at all of the other faith traditions 
and we recognize that they are all on the same bus with us, heading in the same 
direction. We are each trying to follow Jesus Christ as best we can and they have 
something to teach us about how to be faithful Christians. 

 My aim in this series of sermons is not going to be to tear down all of the 
other denominations and tell you how bad they are and how good we are. Our 
aim will be to recognize that we are all brothers and sisters and cousins in the 
faith. What can we learn from them that might help us better understand our 
own story and be more faithful followers of Jesus Christ? 

 We are going to start today with Orthodoxy because it claims to be the 
tradition that holds to the earliest traditions of the earliest churches. Many of 
their prayers and much of their Divine Liturgy comes directly from the third and 
fourth centuries of the Christian faith. Even Roman Catholicism has modified 
some of our traditions over time, but in an Orthodox church you are almost going 
back in time 1700 years to see what church looked like in that particular period of 
time.  

I have a special affinity for this tradition because both of my children were 
baptized in Orthodox churches in Ukraine. On our trip back to Ukraine two 
summers ago we visited Orthodox cathedrals like St. Michael's in Kiev, where it is 
said that on this site the ruler of Ukraine baptized many of his armies almost 1000 
years ago. 

SLIDE  St. Michael’s 
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 This next picture shows you Trinity Church which is the oldest standing 
cathedral in the former Soviet Union. Most of the others were destroyed during 
communist rule but this one stood on top of a monastery which is located in 
underground caves below this church. 

SLIDE  Trinity Church 

 When you walk in this cathedral you can see prayer stations where 
Orthodox priests have knelt to pray for the past 1000 years. The wood is worn 
into the shape of an arc where their knees have worn down the kneeling rails. The 
inside of these churches are stunning, with walls covered with beautiful 
hand-painted icons. 

SLIDE  Interior of Trinity Church 

SLIDE  Interior of St. Michael’s Church 

 Around the interior of each of these cathedrals you will find stations 
dedicated to different persons from both the biblical story and Christian history. 
You can light a candle and place it in front of that icon and spend time in prayer, 
lifting up persons that you want to be healed or touched in some way. There is no 
heat and no air conditioning in any cathedral as a sign of bringing all of who we 
are to God in worship. 

 As you look at the paintings and icons displayed in these cathedrals you 
can't help but think of our Christian history. Remember that our Christian history 
actually began with Judaism. Jesus and all of the early followers were Jewish. This 
means that early Christian worship was patterned after Judaism and worship that 
happened in the synagogues during first century Palestine. When you worship at 
a synagogue with a friend you probably would recognize that the format is not 
totally different from what we experience in Christian churches. This is because 
our worship was patterned after that worship experience in a synagogue. 

 The Bible of the earliest Christians did not contain a New Testament but it 
was the Hebrew Bible which was the Old Testament. The writings of the apostles 
and the gospels were then added to that as the New Testament. Much of our 
faith is drawn from the Jewish tradition and we are indebted to that faith 
community. 

 In the first century the apostles began to set forth an order for worship in 
Christian gathering places. This was shifted when the apostle Paul took the 
Christian faith into the Gentile world where many people were not familiar with 
Judaism. New ways of doing church developed. The church is rooted in Judaism 
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spoke in Hebrew or Aramaic but Greek soon began to dominate church life as 
more and more non-Jews became followers of Jesus Christ. 

 We have documents that describe worship in the first and second century 
and it was much simpler than what you find in orthodox churches and even then 
what you find in most of our churches today. In the first and second century 
Christians would gather on the Lord's day and they would pray for one another, 
singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, read from the writings of the 
apostles and then someone would stand up and exhort people to follow those 
things that they read from the apostles. They would then share together in the 
Lord's supper or holy communion. There was an offering that was taken to 
support those who were poor and in need and then they would go out from that 
place and take communion and food to those who could no longer come to 
church. They would go out and live the faith in the world and it was a very simple 
form of faith. 

 In the beginning there were not different denominations of Christianity. 
They were called to begin with, "Followers of the Way." 

SLIDE  "Followers of the Way" 

 Jesus was the way and they were followers of that way. Not long after that 
they began to be called Christians and the word Christian literally means, "Little 
Christ." 

SLIDE  Christians = "Little Christs" 

 Those earliest Christians were simply trying to follow Jesus and be his 
presence in the world. In the years ahead they would be known by adjectives such 
as, "One holy, catholic and apostolic church." You spoke those words a few 
moments ago and it was not meant to describe the denomination because the 
word catholic was used with a little "c" which literally meant universal in Greek. It 
was the church everywhere, in all places. It was striving to be holy and it was holy 
by the virtue of Christ and the Holy Spirit’s work in the church. It was apostolic 
because it tried to take the teachings of the apostles and apply them to every day 
life. 

 Over time, differences developed around language and culture and how to 
understand the faith. Groups began to form around certain ways of expressing 
faith and because humans were involved they disagreed and would have councils 
to discuss their disagreements. One of the most famous of those we know as the 
Council of Nicea. 
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SLIDE  Council of Nicea in 325 A.D. 

 This Council was held in the city of Nicaea where bishops from around the 
world gathered to hash out how they could explain the treasured faith they 
carried. They formulated the Nicene Creed which helps us understand the father 
and the son and Holy Spirit and while they come to us in three separate ways is 
one entity and one true God. Jesus is described as fully God and fully human. All 
of these things are found in Scripture but the creeds were meant to summarize 
them and give Christians a common language for understanding their faith. 

 Some did not follow that faith and splintered off and formed their own 
groups, but by and large this one consensus was agreed upon by most of the 
Christian churches on what it meant to be a follower of Jesus Christ. 

 During the same period a major geopolitical influence came to bear upon 
the church. The Roman Empire was falling apart and barbarians were invading. 
While Christianity in the western part of the Roman Empire began to have 
struggles, Christianity in the Eastern part of the world gained strength. In the 
West they spoke Latin and in the East they spoke Greek and so language 
differences became magnified and separated people.  

Eastern Christians thought differently and have different philosophical 
categories. They were more interested in experience and more open to mystery. 
Western Christians wanted things explained and logical. They were interested in 
proof and models which could explain everything. These differences began to 
make the division between East and West even more pronounced. 

The capital of the Roman Empire eventually moved from the city of Rome 
to the city of Constantinople, which today is known as Istanbul, Turkey. This was 
the center of the new Rome. Back in the original city of Rome it was the church 
which began to hold the culture together and the leader of the church gained 
power. That leader became known as the Pope. The leader of Constantinople 
began to be known as the Patriarch. 

The Pope and the Patriarch began to argue over who was really in charge. 
The map on the video screen shows you the Roman Empire during this period of 
time and the division between East and West that began to develop. 

SLIDE  Rome Divided Map 

 Take a look at the map on the video screen. Here you see the Roman 
Empire of that time period and the line that divides, East to West. Italy and Spain 
and France are to the west, and that is Western Europe that became a part of the 



 
(Sermon preached by Jeff Huber – August 11-12, 2012 – page 9) 

Western Empire and eventually had its own Emperor. In East you have Turkey as 
the focus of the Eastern Empire with the city of Constantinople being the center. 
There were differences in language and culture and by 1054 those differences 
came to a head. After years of squabbling over who was really in charge of the 
Empire and of the church and who had power and authority, the stage was set for 
a split. The Western church added a phrase to the Nicene Creed which seemed to 
be the tipping point in terms of doctrine and belief. The creeds original language 
said that, "the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father." The Western Christians 
added a phrase, "and from the Son," and did not ask the Eastern Christians, which 
didn't make them very happy. 

 A tragic division happened in 1054 over these and other disagreements and 
the schism happened when the Patriarch of Constantinople excommunicated the 
Pope and all of his followers. The Pope then excommunicated the Patriarch of 
Constantinople and all of his followers. From this time forward there were two 
major groups in the Christian church. The Christians in East call themselves the 
Orthodox Church. This was a public-relations coup because if you call yourselves 
the Orthodox Church, which means, "right glory, right worship, right beliefs," then 
what is everyone who is not orthodox? If you are not orthodox then you have the 
wrong beliefs, the wrong worship and the wrong doctrine. By claiming that name 
they staked out a position that said, "We have the truth." 

 I will tell you that is still the position of Orthodox churches. Even though we 
are in a very ecumenical age, the Orthodox Church by and large will say, "We have 
the truth. If you want the truth and the fullness of the truth then you need to 
become an Orthodox Christian." I have several friends and acquaintances I have 
made over the years who are Orthodox and when you ask them what to make of 
us who are Methodist or Presbyterian or Roman Catholic or Baptist they basically 
say, "We don't really know because God is the judge and we are not, however we 
have the truth and we are the Orthodox Church and you are outside of that." 

 Of course if I believed that then I would be Orthodox today and I would be 
encouraging you to be orthodox as well. This is something that is very important 
to understand about the Orthodox faith and that is that they claim to hold to the 
true traditions of the apostles and everyone else has deviated from that. Every 
church has a different way of looking at church history.  We will look at different 
charts like this next one throughout the next few weeks. Let me show you how an 
Orthodox Christian looks at church history. Take a look at this chart on the screen. 

SLIDE  Orthodox Chart 
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 From the time of Christ and the apostles, only orthodoxy has maintained 
the traditions and the truth in its fullness of the early church to the present day. 
Catholicism broke off from the truth in 1054. Protestantism broke off from 
Catholicism in the 1500s and all of us other than Orthodox have somehow moved 
away from the central body of the truth of the Christian faith. 

 While my aim is not to pick apart anything in any of the church traditions 
we will look at, I will tell you that this particular doctrine is a sticking point for me 
and it may be for you as well. I get perturbed when any one particular faith 
tradition says that, "We have all the truth and if you want all the truth then you 
have to become a part of us." I still value our Orthodox brothers and sisters and 
believe there is a great deal for us to learn from them and that is what I would like 
for us to focus on in this next part of the sermon. 

 I would like to introduce you to an Orthodox priest. Father Benjamin Lauren 
has been leading a mission to establish and Eastern Orthodox Church here La 
Plata County over the past summer. They gather to worship in a home near 
Lemon reservoir and I had the chance to meet with him this weekend and attend 
one of their worship services. It was wonderful to visit with him and I learned a 
great deal in our time together. (We may watch a video from Father Timothy 
Sawcheck, and Orthodox priest from the Midwest.) I asked him had he could 
summarize what it means to be Orthodox and this is what he said. 

VIDEO What is Orthodoxy? "We are the Church of the apostles, from the 
time of Pentecost which was the beginning of our church and we 
continue that tradition today. We base our doctrine initially from 
Christ and the old and New Testament Scriptures, and also upon the 
ecumenical councils in which they were able to put down in words 
what we believe. We say the Nicene Creed at each liturgy as it affirms 
what we believe. A primary part of our doctrine is the idea that God is 
searching for us, ‘Father Tim, I have found you, even though you 
turned away from me. Even though you are a sinner I have picked you 
up and now you will live eternally.’ That is what we celebrate in the 
Orthodox Church each and every Sunday as we celebrate the 
resurrection of Jesus." 

SLIDE  Orthodoxy 

 This is an interesting emphasis in orthodoxy that I appreciate. In Western 
churches we tend to think that we are searching for God. The entire Christian 
story is about human beings searching for God. Do you remember that bumper 
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sticker campaign several years ago? "I found it!" That was about us finding God, 
but in the Orthodox tradition the understanding is that we have run away from 
God and God is ever searching for us. God is taking the initiative to bring us back 
into the fold. God is not waiting somewhere for us to find him but God is 
constantly reaching out towards us. I love that picture of God reaching out 
towards us. 

 In the Garden of Eden you might remember that Adam is hiding from God 
and God speaks and says, "Adam, where are you?" God is looking for him and that 
theme carries throughout the entire Scripture from an Orthodox perspective. 

 I wish I had time to tell you about the Orthodox view of the sacraments. 
They hold the seven sacraments just like the Roman Catholic Church and they 
consider them mysteries. The Orthodox faith is not so much about cognitive 
function but it is about the mystery of faith. It is not just about knowing God but 
about experiencing God and the sacraments are ways that we can experience the 
mysteries of God. 

 Priests in the Orthodox tradition are allowed to marry but they have to get 
married before they become a priest. Once you are ordained you are not allowed 
to marry so priests get married before they get ordained. Most Orthodox 
churches have no musical instruments but there is much chanting. There is very 
little participation by the congregation except in saying the Nicene Creed and 
participating in the liturgy. Generally, you are watching and observing what is 
happening and participating by simply being present. 

 In Western churches there is a focus on original sin. Adam and Eve sinned in 
the first story of the Old Testament and that sin is then passed on to all of their 
offspring so that today we are born with original sin. The idea is that we can't help 
but be broken and make mistakes and it is part of being human because it was 
somehow passed on to us. Jesus came to deal with our sinful condition and our 
brokenness. The focus is on justice and that to make things right Christ came and 
paid the price for our brokenness. 

 In the Orthodox tradition the focus of Adam and Eve is not about sin that 
they passed on but about death. They were told that if they ate of the fruit they 
would surely die and when they ate the fruit they became mortal and death was 
passed on to their offspring. We have a tendency to be afraid in life and we lack 
peace, especially when it comes to death. We feel alienated and separated from 
God because we are mortal and God is not.  Jesus came to deal with that issue 
of death. Jesus came to die himself on behalf of all humanity to redeem us from 
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death, to redeem us from the devil and the grave and then to invite us to 
participate in the divine life through his resurrection. 

 In the Orthodox tradition the goal of the Christian life is for you to become 
like God and to experience life in God, to experience the fullness of God's 
presence in your life. That happens to the Holy Spirit and through the liturgy that 
you speak each week and through practicing spiritual disciplines. The Orthodox 
faith summarizes itself in the Nicene Creed. If you take out the red United 
Methodist hymnal in front of you and turn to page 880 you will find the first 
affirmation of faith that we have which is the Nicene Creed. Ours comes from the 
Western tradition and so it is a bit different than the one we spoke earlier. Notice 
that the first paragraph is about God the Father. The second paragraph is about 
Jesus Christ, the Son. The third paragraph is about the Holy Spirit. 

SLIDE We believe in the Holy Spirit who proceeds from the Father and the 
Son. 

 There are those three little words which precipitated the division between 
the church in the East and the West. Does the Holy Spirit proceed from just the 
Father? Or does the Holy Spirit also proceed from the Son? 

 This Creed summarizes what Orthodox Christians believe but it also 
summarizes what Catholic Christians believe as well. It summarizes what Lutheran 
Christians believe and it summarizes what Presbyterians and Anglicans, United 
Methodists and Baptists even though they don't use the creeds, as well as 
Pentecostals although they don't use the creeds either. This Creed summarizes 
the essentials of the Christian faith and when someone asks me how to 
summarize what we believe this is what we point to. This is how we understand 
the truth of how God was revealed to us in Jesus Christ. I want you to see that we 
share this in common with our Orthodox friends, as well as every other Christian 
faith tradition. 

 In the Protestant Reformation there was a watch phrase, "Sola Scriptura.” 
Martin Luther was trying to correct things that he saw as abuses which have 
developed over time in the church. He said that if it was not in the Bible then we 
didn't have to believe it. And if it was in the Bible we do have to practice it. This 
phrase, "Sola Scriptura," was adopted because it meant only Scripture is to be the 
guide of our faith and practice. 

 Orthodox Christians would say that this doesn't make any sense. "You 
Christians seem to think that the Bible was written and then nothing else 
happened until Martin Luther came along. But a lot happened in the Christian 
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faith in those 1500 years." They look at the writings of the early church fathers as 
the interpreters of the Bible. There are volumes of letters and documents written 
by early church leaders, beginning with the Letter of Clement in 96 A.D. and 
continuing all the way through the eighth century. Most of these volumes are not 
known by most Christians but they are a part of our tradition and the Orthodox 
faith looks at both Scripture and tradition as being authentic reflections of the 
Christian faith. These are people who lived out the Christian faith in profound 
ways and their witness should not be forgotten. 

 One of my favorite stories during this time period is the Martyrdom of 
Polycarp. He was a bishop in the early church and you can see his icon on the 
screens. In most Orthodox churches you would find an icon of Polycarp because 
he is one of the great saints of the church, and the Bishop of the city of Smyrna. 

SLIDE  Icon of Polycarp 

 Polycarp was 86 years old when persecutions of Christians began in his 
town. The Romans began to persecute Christians because they believed Christians 
were atheists. Christians didn't believe in the Greco-Roman gods and so they 
rounded up the Christians and townspeople cheered on as they were put to 
death. They arrested Polycarp because he was a leading spokesperson for 
Christianity, but no one wanted to kill him because of his age, wisdom and 
popularity. 

 The Romans gave Christians the opportunity to repent of their Christian 
faith. All they had to do was make a vow to the Emperor. Then Romans would say, 
"Away with the atheists," and they would be spared. Polycarp is brought before 
the pro-counsel in this environment. The pro-counsel says, "Swear, and I will set 
the liberty. Reproach Christ Polycarp." 

 But Polycarp declared, "80 and 6 years have I served him, and he never did 
me any injury. How then can I blaspheme my King and my Savior?" 

 The pro-counsel pressed him again and said, "Swear by the fortune of 
Caesar!" 

 Polycarp answered, "Since thou art vainly urgent that as thou sayest I 
should swear by the fortune of Caesar, and you pretend not to know who I am, 
hear me declare with boldness - I am a Christian!" 

 The pro-counsel then said to him, "I have wild beasts at hand. To these will 
I cast thee, except thou repent." 

 But Polycarp said, "Call them then, for we are not accustomed to repent of 
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what is good in order to adopt that which is evil. It is well for me to be changed 
from what is evil to what is righteous." 

 Again the pro-counsel said to him, "I will cause you to be consumed by fire, 
if you despise the beasts, unless you repent." But Polycarp said: "You threaten 
with the fire that burns for a time, and is quickly quenched, for you do not know 
the fire which awaits the wicked in the judgment to come and in everlasting 
punishment. But why are you waiting? Come, do what you will." 

 They bound him hand and foot as they piled up kindling around him, but he 
told them they didn't need to bind him because he would stand there and God 
would give them strength to be consumed by their fire. He said, "I look forward 
to seeing Christ face-to-face." 

 Eyewitnesses stood by and said it was amazing because the fire did not 
consume him at first. In fact, the fire enveloped him but he was not burned for 
the first few moments. Then, when the fire began to have its effect and consume 
his body, instead of the smell of flesh burning it smelled like a sweet smelling 
sacrifice, an offering to God. Finally, because he refused to die in those flames 
and he was still alive praying in the flames, they took the dagger and drove it into 
his heart and then burned his body after he had died. 

 We as Protestants are not familiar with most of the stories, but when those 
in the Orthodox faith read these they say, "How can you ignore these? These are 
stories of the witnesses of the saints who have gone before us." 

 This is an icon that was given to my daughter on our last trip to Ukraine. 
Our translator knew that our children were born in Ukraine and they were 
baptized in the Orthodox faith and she wanted to give them a gift. She got each of 
them an icon of their patron saint to encourage them when they felt they needed 
strength. They don't worship the icon but instead they look at them and find 
encouragement. When they are going through trials they look at the icon of 
Polycarp and they say, "Polycarp, I want to be like you. When someone at my 
workplace makes fun of me for being a Christian, help me to have courage to 
stand firm. When I am tempted to fall away from the faith, help me to have your 
resoluteness in claiming Christ as my Savior. Let me be a bold witness for the 
faith." 

 This is the cloud of witnesses that surround us through the writings and 
testimonies of the early church. You can find these stories and others online but 
also we have several books of church history in our church library which are 
available for you to read. 
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 I want to close with an idea that is dominant in orthodoxy and one that I 
greatly appreciate. It is the idea of where exactly the real world exists. I have been 
with some of you and have you say things like, "It is one thing to do that in the 
church but in the real world this is how it works. Let me tell you how it works in 
the Real World!" 

 In the Orthodox Church they would say, "You have that wrong. The real 
world is foreshadowed in the church and you are living in a land that is just a 
shadow. That's not real. Your working life might feel like the real world but 
compared to all eternity in the back of God's kingdom, where you live is just a 
make-believe land and a shadow compared to the reality of the Kingdom of God." 

 You know this sometimes, especially here in a place like Durango. You go 
outside when it is really dark and you see the vastness of the Milky Way and all of 
the stars in the heavens, hundreds of billions of them, and you realize that we're 
so small. We are nothing compared to the entire universe. You realize at times 
that this life is fleeting. You're going to live here for 50 or 60 or 80 or 90 or maybe 
100 years and then you will be gone, but eternity is forever and you will spend an 
eternity beyond this with God. This life is a fleeting shadow and a vapor trail 
compared to what lies ahead. 

 Do you think that the President or other leaders in other countries around 
the world are really in charge and rule? They only rule over small pieces of ground 
in a vast universe. There is a King who rules over everything and that is what the 
Orthodox reminds us of. Remember who you are. Remember that you are just 
pilgrims and strangers passing through this land. Remember the truth and the real 
world that exists beyond all of us and around all of us that we sometimes fail to 
see. God is everywhere it is just that we are blinded to it much of the time 
because we are so consumed by the temporary world. 

 When you come in to the place of worship in an Orthodox sanctuary, you 
are coming to remember what is really real. You are leaving behind the 
Shadowlands that you live in and for an hour and a half in worship, you are being 
reminded that this is reality. You are being charged and filled with faith so you can 
go back out in the world and live faithfully, remembering the world that really 
exists beyond this world. 

SLIDE  St. Sophia’s 

 Here is a picture of one of the cathedrals that we visited while in Kiev, 
Ukraine called St. Sophia’s. When you go inside of this cathedral, under the 
Golden Dome and look up, here is what you see. 
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SLIDE  St. Sophia’s Interior Dome 

 The dome is meant to signify the cosmos. It envelopes you as you walk into 
the cathedral and it is meant to remind you of the vastness of the kingdom of God 
beyond what you can see. 

 What do you see as you look into the top of this dome? You see Jesus and 
the Angels looking down upon you. Do you know what that is meant to remind 
you of as you see Jesus looking down upon you from the dome and the Orthodox 
churches? It is meant to send you a message. "You may not see it, but the truth is 
that Jesus is always with you." 

 When you walk in the sanctuary you are immediately reminded of the 
truth, that there is not a moment this week that Jesus wasn't walking with you. 
There will not be a moment next week when he is not with you. He is constantly 
watching over you, seeking after you. 

 The icons that surround you in the cathedral are meant to remind you that 
you are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses. There are Christians who have 
gone before you, sometimes your parents or your grandparents, who have gone 
on to worship the Lord and when you gather for worship, you are gathering in a 
place where you are doing the same thing they are doing in heaven. I have many 
times told people after the death of a loved one, "There is no place where you will 
feel the closeness of that loved one who has died like when you gather in 
worship. At that moment you are focusing your attention on Jesus and they are 
seeing him face-to-face." 

 I visited recently with one of our church members who had lost their 
spouse of many years. After worship one Sunday they had tears in their eyes and I 
asked if they were okay. The woman told me that during one of the hymns which 
was one of her husband's favorites, she swore she could hear his voice singing 
next to her as if he were present in the room. 

 One of my very favorite movie scenes is at the end of, "Places in the Heart,” 
starring Sally Fields. In the film her husband was killed accidentally by a young 
man. The young man had then been lynched and killed by an angry mob seeking 
justice. Others died throughout the film and the film ends as the people in her 
town are all gathering for Sunday worship in this tiny white clapboard church. It is 
time for communion and as they pass the communion plates around they begin to 
saying Amazing Grace. Your breath is taken away as you see Sally Fields take 
communion and then hand the tray to her husband who is deceased. He then 
hands the tray to the young man who killed him accidentally. Then he hands it on 



 
(Sermon preached by Jeff Huber – August 11-12, 2012 – page 17) 

to someone who is still living. You have a sense for how we are connected in our 
faith through Jesus Christ.  

That is a powerful witness of what it means to be the body of Christ and 
that is REAL! You may not see your loved ones now who have gone before you 
but in a little while you will see them again and you remember that they also are 
worshiping the Lord. The closer you get to Christ the closer you come to that 
place that is real where they are. We are reminded of this in the Orthodox faith. 

When you worship at an Orthodox church everything that you do is meant 
to point you to what is truly real. Listen to Father Benjamin as he describes the 
liturgy that you will experience in an Orthodox church. 

VIDEO Orthodox Liturgy – "In Orthodox liturgy we experience nothing less 
than heaven. We mystically join in with the Angels who are 
singing, ‘Holy, Holy, Holy.’ We are joining in with them and with 
the Saints of the church that have gone before us. The first path is 
the liturgy of the word where we read from the Gospels and from 
the letters of St. Paul, then we shift into the liturgy of the 
Eucharist. Part of the liturgy of the Eucharist is remembering. We 
remember in the liturgy things that have come to pass for us. We 
remember the cross, the tomb, the resurrection on the third day, 
the ascension into heaven, sitting at the right hand of the father 
and then we remember one last thing—that is the second and 
glorious coming. When we come to the liturgy we experience 
something that has yet to happen in earthly terms, but in mystical 
terms it is been accomplished. It is done and it is over with and we 
are able to fully participate again and nothing less than heaven." 

 We gather here every week to remember who we are and whose we are. 
We gather to remember the real world and that takes us to the book of Hebrews. 
Hebrews speaks frequently about what the real world is like and how everything 
here is just a shadow or a dim reflection of that. The author of Hebrews was 
himself a Jewish Christian writing to Jewish Christians who had been Christians for 
some time. When they first gave their life to Christ they were excited about their 
faith. But they were persecuted for their faith and they were kicked out of the 
synagogue. They persevered and had a deep sense of love for Christ and joy in 
their faith. 

 10 or 15 years have passed since they became Christian and now their faith 
has grown cold. They sometimes did not pursue those things they did first when 
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they became followers of Jesus. The writer of Hebrews tells us that some of them 
were not even attending worship. They were not meeting with each other to 
encourage each other. They were not spending time in prayer and they had 
forgotten who Jesus was because they were caught up in their daily lives and 
thought that was the real world. Some of them went back to Judaism because 
they thought it would be easier and some gave up on their faith altogether. 

 Hebrews was written to encourage this group to not give up and to 
remember the reality of the gospel. We read these words in Hebrew 10:24-25. 

SLIDE 24 Let us think of ways to motivate one another to acts of love and 
good works. 25 And let us not neglect our meeting together, as 
some people do, but encourage one another, especially now that 
the day of his return is drawing near. 

 When you join this church we encourage you and ask you to attend worship 
every week that you are not sick or out of town. We don't do that so we can add a 
certain number to our attendance numbers, but because we need worship. You 
know what happens when you step away from worship and don't go for a week or 
two or more. Your faith begins to be diminished and you forget who you are. 
There are so many things in the world that take away from your faith and that 
challenge your faith, that draw you away from God. You forget that the real world 
is where God lives and you begin to think that this little world is all there is. 

 The Orthodox faith reminds us to continue to gather together to remember 
the real world and that produces faith. This is the faith that is talked about in 
Hebrews 11. 

SLIDE 1 Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually 
happen; it gives us assurance about things we cannot see. 3 By faith 
we understand that the entire universe was formed at God’s 
command, that what we now see did not come from anything that 
can be seen. 

 It is by faith that we long for something more. Even those of you who are 
Christians find yourself longing for something more, don't you? We long for a 
world in which there is no more war, no more strife, no more hatred and there is 
perfect peace and joy. That city exists and it is the heavenly city. It is that place 
that God is calling you to and you believe that by faith. It is why we are given 
these words in Hebrews 12. You find them in the last three lines of the Scripture 
that we read today at the top of your Message Notes. 
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SLIDE 1 Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of 
witnesses to the life of faith, let us strip off every weight that slows 
us down, especially the sin that so easily trips us up. And let us run 
with endurance the race God has set before us. 2 We do this by 
keeping our eyes on Jesus, the champion who initiates and perfects 
our faith. 

 This passage gives you a great deal of wisdom. You need to be with other 
Christians so you can remember that cloud of witnesses that surround you. You 
need to be in worship so you can recognize the real world, and that sin entangles 
you and keeps you from pursuing the race that Christ has set out before you. You 
need to set your eyes on Jesus, the author who perfects of your faith. 

 I met recently with a man who is in his 80s and has been a Christian since 
he was baptized as a baby. He confessed to me that he didn't go to church very 
much until 10 years ago. Something happened in his life and he realized that he 
needed God and the life he had been living which he thought was in the real 
world was mostly fake. In the last 10 years he has been in church every weekend 
that he has not been sick or out of town. He said, "Jeff, you have no idea how that 
is changed my life. It has deepened my life in prayer and helped me to see God in 
new ways. I am a different person because of my experience in worship. It has 
changed my relationship with my wife and my children and my grandchildren. I 
have gotten involved in serving others for the first time in my life." 

 This gentleman now has an illness and he wanted to meet with me to let 
me know that he might not be in worship on a regular basis because of his health. 
He now watches our worship services online and you know what he told me? He 
said that he feels like when he hears the prayers in the worship service or we sing 
a song that he can hear people all around him singing and praying with him. While 
he can't get out and do much like he used to he now spends time every day 
praying over the prayer list from the church. If you have been sick and been asked 
to be prayed for that he is prayed for you this year. It is because of worship that 
he can sense the presence of God and then serve God in this way. 

 When I walked into the Orthodox cathedrals in Ukraine I loved seeing the 
icons all around us and being reminded of the saints who have gone before. I 
loved being reminded of those who has set an example for us like Polycarp. But I 
think that God is looking for something even more. I think that God is looking for 
living icons - people who gather for worship and are inspired to remember who 
they are and then go out in the world to serve. You might do it in Africa or in 
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Romania or in Guatemala or in Durango. 

 I think that God is looking for living icons, who when they go outside the 
walls of this church, people see you and they see the glory of God shining through 
you. The experience the love of Christ in you and they see something and 
remember that this world is not their home. Their true home is with God and 
when they see you define themselves encouraged. When they walk in this place 
they are surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses who are fixing their eyes on 
Jesus, the author and finisher of their faith. Let's pray. 

SLIDE  Prayer 

 Oh God, how grateful we are for your work in the Orthodox churches, and 
for their witness to us today, reminding us that this world around us is only 
temporary. It feels so real and so permanent, yet we know that there is a heavenly 
city and in our hearts we long for it. Some of our family members have already 
joined you in that place and we long for that day we will join them and you. 

 God, help us to remember who we are and whose we are. You know that 
some of us here struggle and falter in being a part of worship. Inside our hearts we 
see how that affects us. We see that our faith is diminished. Sometimes we 
haven't spent time praying or studying the Scriptures or encouraging others. Help 
us today to renew our commitment to gathering in this place every week to 
remember, to be surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses. Help us to cast aside 
the sin that so easily entangles us so we might run with perseverance the race that 
has been set before us. 

 Help us O Lord, you who are the author and finisher of our faith. In your 
name we pray. Amen.  
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Sermon Series: Windows in the Gospel: The Denominations of Christianity 
Sermon Title: “The Orthodox Churches: Mystery, Liturgy & Tradition” 
 
Hebrews 11:1-3; 12:1-2 
Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen; it gives us 
assurance about things we cannot see.  Through their faith, the people in days of 
old earned a good reputation.  By faith we understand that the entire universe 
was formed at God’s command, that what we now see did not come from anything 
that can be seen. 
Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to the life 
of faith, let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so 
easily trips us up. And let us run with endurance the race God has set before us.  
We do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, the champion who initiates and perfects 
our faith. Because of the joy awaiting him, he endured the cross, disregarding its 
shame. Now he is seated in the place of honor beside God’s throne. 

 
Things I’d like to remember from today’s sermon: 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Meditation Moments  
 
Background to Hebrews: This week you will have the opportunity to read the book of 
Hebrews. We’re not sure who wrote Hebrews (some have suggested either Apollos or 
Barnabas). It appears to be more like a sermon than a letter, though there is a greeting 
attached to the end. It was likely written by a Jewish Christian for Jewish Christians who had 
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experienced persecution for their faith. Some had stopped attending worship, and were in 
danger of “losing” their faith and reverting to their former Judaism.  For these reasons the 
letter serves several purposes.  First, it reminds believers why Jesus is the Way, the Truth 
and the Light. Second, it makes the case that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the Old 
Testament (the Hebrew Bible) and the prophesies that we find in the Hebrew Bible about the 
Messiah.  Finally, it encourages the recipients (and us) to persevere in their faith. As you 
read, take notes and use the text as the starting point for prayer. Enjoy! 
 
Monday, August 13 – There have been some who have questioned whether early Christians 
actually believed that Jesus was God incarnate, but Hebrews, likely written before A.D. 70, 
makes this claim concerning Jesus. As you read Hebrews 1:1-4 note what the author says 
about Jesus. In the rest of chapter 1 the author goes on to cite a host of Old Testament 
passages to demonstrate Jesus’ superiority to the angels – he is making lofty claims about 
Jesus. Read Hebrews 1:5-14. What do these verses say about Jesus? What do they say about 
angels? Offer a prayer of praise to the Lord. The point of this first chapter, and in some sense 
the entire letter, is found in chapter 2:1-4. Here you can hear the author’s concern about 
Christians who were drifting from the faith. Do you ever tend to wander from the faith? What 
are some things you can do to return to your faith when you have been drifting? (If you have 
time, read the rest of chapter 2.) 
 
Tuesday, August 14 – Recall that Hebrews was written to encourage Jewish Christians to 
persevere in their faith. Read Hebrews 3:1-6 where the author reminds believers that Jesus is 
superior to Moses – why does he make this claim? Read 3:7-19. Quoting from Psalm 95:7-11, 
the author encourages perseverance and faithfulness so that believers might not be like the 
Israelites who hardened their hearts during the exodus, and were kept from entering the 
Promised Land. How is heaven like the Promised Land? How is heaven like a place of rest? 
Pray that your heart might not be hardened as you close in prayer today and if you have time, 
read chapter 4:1-13. 
 
Wednesday, August 15 – In today’s reading we find Jesus likened to the Jewish High Priest. 
The High Priest came before God to offer animal sacrifices for the forgiveness of the people. 
As you read, either underline or make a note of what these verses specifically say about 
Jesus. Read Hebrews 4:14-5:10. Note the author’s frustration with the lack of spiritual growth 
of the recipients of this letter as you read 5:11-14. Are you maturing as a Christian? If you 
have time, read chapters 6 and 7 noting how Jesus is greater than Melchizedek, the 
mysterious priest that offered Abraham bread and wine 1,600 years before – he was a 
pre-figuring of Christ. 
 
Thursday, August 16 – In today’s reading the author notes, again, that Jesus is our high priest, 
interceding with God on our behalf, obtaining for us salvation. He notes that the earthly 
priest and the temple are all just shadows of the heavenly courts where Jesus intercedes for 
us. This idea of earthly things merely foreshadowing and pointing toward a heavenly reality is 
very important in Orthodoxy – look over Sunday’s notes. If you have time, please read 
chapters 8, 9 and 10, noting carefully the statements about the purpose of Jesus’ death, and 
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the way the earthly sanctuary or temple was meant to pre-figure the heavenly – at the time 
this letter was written the temple still was standing.  If your time is limited, read Hebrews 9 
where the author looks at the Jewish sacrificial rites in the temple as a foreshadowing of 
Christ’s work. Finally, read Hebrews 10:19-25. What commands does the author give here? 
How might these commands apply to your life today? 
 
Friday, August 17 – Today you will read one of the great and inspiring chapters of the entire 
Bible, recounting the great faith of the heroes of the Old Testament. You might imagine this 
chapter being preached, in the tradition of great African American preaching, with a certain 
cadence and steadily rising passion. The author’s point is that we live by faith, that this world 
is only temporary, and that we are to see this life as only a foretaste of the “real world.” Read 
Hebrews 11:1- 12:3. What is the author’s point?  
 

Saturday, August 18  

If you have time, read the remainder of the epistle with its discussion of God’s discipline, and 
especially chapter 13’s practical commands. What one command might you begin to practice in 
your family today? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


