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tween the honour (Gr. τιμή) and veneration  (Gr. προσκύνησις) 

shown to  saints and icons and worship (Gr. λατρεία) given to 

God alone. We don’t honour the wood and paint, but the per-

son who is depicted in the icon, as one would kiss the photo-

graph of a loved one. The icons make present the person de-

picted, whether Christ or the saints and call to remembrance 

the events that brought about our salvation. 

The Bible vs Tradition. There is also a great misconception 

amongst Protestants that the Bible is opposed to Tradition, but 

this is simply not true. The Bible as we know it is the product 

of Holy Tradition. For the first four centuries there was no New 

Testament as we know it today. It was only in 397AD that the 

Church decided which books belong in the canon of the New 

Testament. How did they do this? Based on Holy Tradition. St 

Paul tells us, “Therefore, brethren, stand fast and hold the tra-

ditions which you were taught, whether by word or our epis-

tle” (2 Thess 2:15). Holy Tradition is that which is passed on 

either orally (“by word”) or in written form (“by epistle”); that 

which is believed “everywhere, always and by all” and only the 

books that were true to Tradition and met the criterion of Or-

thodoxy were included in the canon. Just as the Bible would 

not exist without Tradition and is, in fact, part of Holy Tradi-

tion, so our interpretation of the Bible has to be informed by 

Tradition in order to be true to the Faith believed “everywhere, 

always and by all.”  

We hope that you have been blessed by your visit to the Ortho-

dox Church. Please note that Holy Communion is only open to 

baptized Orthodox Christians who confess regularly, keep the 

Church fasts and have their spiritual father’s blessing to do so. 

Julia Hayes (MTheol) 
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Welcome to the Orthodox Church! If you have never visited or 

heard of the Orthodox Church before, you may be wondering 

what it is. 

The Eastern Orthodox Church is the original Christian 

Church that was founded by our Lord, God and Saviour Jesus 

Christ, as described in the books of the New Testament. The 

Orthodox Church maintains unity of doctrine, worship and tra-

dition that is traced back in an unbroken line of Apostolic Suc-

cession from today’s Patriarchs and Bishops back to Christ and 

His Twelve Apostles.  

The Church is the Body of Christ. It is not a human organi-

zation or institution, but a Divine- human organism. It is the 

gathering of the disciples of Christ, whether alive on earth or in 

heaven. During the first centuries of the Church there was only 

one Christian Church; the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic 

Church (Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed). As the Church grew 

five centres developed in the major cities of the Roman Empire, 

Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem and 
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they became the five Patriarchates and their bishops were called 

Patriarchs (The bishops of Alexandria and Rome were also 

called Pope). 

The entire Church was united in the same faith, “the faith 

which was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3), that was 

believed “everywhere, always and by all” (St Vincent of Lerins, 

5th cent) with nothing added and nothing taken away. This is 

why the Church is Catholic which means “of the whole”; con-

taining the whole Faith – the whole Truth. As heresies arose, 

trying to destroy the unity of the Church, the Church would 

gather in councils to defend the Orthodox Faith. Orthodox 

means both “right worship” and “right belief” and thus the One 

Church also became known as Orthodox to distinguish itself 

from the heterodox (“other belief”), those who did not maintain 

the faith believed everywhere always and by all. The most im-

portant of these Councils are known as the Seven Ecumenical 

Councils. It was at these Councils that the Church fought to de-

fend, amongst other things the divinity of Christ and the Holy 

Spirit, the divine and human natures of Christ and the venera-
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(Gen.28.12) by which God came down and united heaven and 

earth, God and man. 

There are many misconceptions that non-Orthodox often 

have about the Orthodox Church so here are a few things that 

we would like you to know about us: 

Mary. One of the most common misconceptions as that we 

worship the Ever-Virgin Mary. This is not true. She is given 

honour as the Mother and Birth-giver of our Lord Jesus Christ 

in accord with her words in the New Testament “behold, from 

henceforth all generations shall call me blessed.” (Luke 1:48). 

Her title, “Theotokos” is a defense of the divinity of Christ. She 

is Mother and Birth-giver or God because the One she gave 

birth to is God. It is quite clear in the services of the Orthodox 

Church that worship is due and given to God alone. 

Icons. We also don’t worship icons. There is a difference be-



 6 

ther down we see the four Evangelists, Sts Matthew, Mark, 

Luke and John in the squinches that unite the round dome 

(heaven) with the square nave (earth). They are the proclaimers 

of the Gospel and “their voice is gone out into all the earth, and 

their words to the ends of the world” (Ps.19:4 LXE). On the up-

per levels of the nave we see the Gospel proclaimed in images 

with the events from Christ’s life, his miracles and parables. 

Then on the same level as the faithful, we see the Saints, the 

“great cloud of witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1) who are alive in heav-

en and present with us in the worship of the Holy Trinity. 

On the eastern side of the Church is the Sanctuary. An Or-

thodox church faces East because Christ is the “Light of the 

world” (John 9.5), the “Sun of Righteousness” (Mal. 4.2) who 

arises as the “Sunrise of the East” (Hymn of Christmas) bringing 

light and healing to a world that is suffering in the darkness of 

sin, corruption and death. The Sanctuary is separated from the 

nave by the templon or iconostasis, a wall of icons.  In the cen-

tre is the Beautiful Gate in which Gabriel’s Annunciation to the 

Ever-Virgin Mary, the Theotokos is depicted. This was the event 

that united the divine and human natures in the Person of Je-

sus Christ and it is through this Gate that Christ comes and is 

united to us in Holy Communion. To the left of the Gate is an 

icon of the Theotokos with the infant Christ. This signifies the 

first coming of Christ. The icon of Christ on the right signifies 

his Second Coming. Next to Christ is the Forerunner and Bap-

tist John who prepared the way for his coming and next to the 

Theotokos it the icon of the Saint (or feast) to whom the Church 

is dedicated.  The Archangels Michael and Gabriel are depicted 

on the Angel or Deacon doors. Behind the Alter in the apse of 

the Sanctuary is an icon of the Theotokos holding the Infant 

Christ. She is placed in the apse between the dome (heaven) 

and the nave (earth) to show that she is Jacob’s Ladder 
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tion of the Holy Icons. Why was it so important to the Church 

to defend these teachings and not to change them? Because 

these teachings, or dogmas, are not dry formulas. They are our 

way of  having true life in relationship to God. If we change 

what God has revealed about who He is and how we are to be 

united with Him (which is the purpose of our lives), then we 

lose the possibility of union with God. The Apostle Paul himself 

warned,  “but even if we, or an angel from heaven, preach any 

other gospel to you than what we have preached to you, let him 

be accursed” (Gal 1:8).  It was during this period that the Nesto-

rians and Monophysites (Oriental Orthodox) broke away from 

the Orthodox Church. It was at the first two Ecumenical Coun-

cils in Nicea in 325 and in Constantinople in 381 that the Ni-

cene Creed or Symbol of Faith that all Orthodox Christians con-

fess, was formulated. The Ecumenical Councils did not create 

dogmas, they simply set the boundaries around the deposit of 

the Faith. 

In 1054, with what has become known as the Great Schism, 
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the Western Church under the Pope of Rome broke away from 

the other four Patriarchates who remain united until this day. 

One of the main reasons for the split was the Roman Pope’s 

claim to primacy over the other Patriarchs. The Pope of Rome 

had always been considered “first among equals” due to his po-

sition as bishop of the capital of the Roman Empire, but he 

wanted primacy over the other Patriarchs. Another major cause 

of the Schism was Rome’s inclusion of the Filioque (“and the 

Son”) in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. The addition of 

“filioque”, stating that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father 

and the Son is a direct contradiction of Christ’s word’s where 

He states that the Holy Spirit proceeds “from the Father” (John 

15 :26). This addition has serious theological consequences. 

While the Orthodox continued to remain true to “the faith which 

was once for all delivered to the saints” and all the Orthodox ju-

risdictions (Greek, Russian, Serbian etc.) still maintain the 

same faith believed “everywhere, always and by all”, the Roman 

Catholic church has continued to add dogmas like the teaching 

of the Immaculate Conception, Papal infallibility and purgatory 

etc. The Protestants, on the other hand, who broke away from 

the Roman Catholics, took away from the faith believed every-

where, always and by all. 

The first thing that one notices when entering an Orthodox 

Church is that it embraces the all the senses. We see icons of  

Christ, the Ever-Virgin Mary and the Saints that we touch and 

kiss in veneration, we smell the incense, which is the “prayers 

of the saints” (Rev. 5:8), we hear the preaching of the Gospel 

and the beautiful hymns and all of this leads us to “taste and 

see that the Lord is good” (Ps 34:8), when we receive Holy Com-

munion. God created man as a psychosomatic being, made of 

soul and body and so we worship God using our whole being. 

The whole purpose of the architecture and decoration of the 
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Church is to reveal God’s presence and bring us into commun-

ion with Him.  

An Orthodox church is typically made up of three parts. The 

first is the narthex on the western side of the church that signi-

fies the world that lies in darkness without the Light of Christ. 

During the early centuries, the catechumens and penitents 

would remain in this part of the church. Then we enter the 

main part of the church called the nave. This is where the faith-

ful assemble and participate in the eternal worship in God’s 

Kingdom. Looking upwards we see the icon of Christ Pantokra-

tor (Almighty) in the dome which signifies heaven. While West-

ern churches have steeples pointing to God who is distant in 

heaven, the dome of the Orthodox church emphasizes that “God 

is with us” (Is. 8.10); He is present and the “Kingdom of God is 

at hand” (Mark 1:15). As we look down the dome we will see the 

Old Testament prophets who foretold the coming of Christ. Fur-


