
Being a Par ishioner  (Member)  of  the Greek Orthodox Church 
  
Qu i te  o f t en ,  we  hear  a  pe rson  iden t i f y  themse lves  as  a  par i sh ioner  
o r  member  o f  the  Greek  Or thodox  Church…or  announce  tha t  t hey  a re  
a  member  o f  a  pa r t i cu la r  pa r i sh .   Sad l y ,  f o r  some peop le ,  th i s  means  
l i t t l e  more  than  mak ing  an  appearance  a t  t he  annua l  Greek  Fes t i va l .   
O thers  pe r iod ica l l y  a t tend  D iv ine  Se rv ices .   S t i l l  o the rs  come to  have  
the i r  wedd ings ,  bap t i sms  o r  o the r  sac ramen ta l  needs .   So  wha t  does  
be ing  a  par i sh ione r  i n  the  Greek  Or thodox  Church  rea l l y  mean?   We  
w i l l  address  th ree  componen ts  o f  Church  membersh ip :   Sac ramen ta l ,  
Canon ica l  and  S tewardsh ip .  
  
(1 )     The  Sacramenta l  Component  
 The  Ho ly  Or thodox  Church  i s  no t  an  o rgan iza t ion ,  bus iness  o r  c lub .   
I t  i s  the  Body  o f  Chr i s t  on  ear th .   The  Church  i s  the  repos i t o ry  o f  
fa i th  and  the  a rena  in  wh ich  we  work  ou t  ou r  sa lva t ion  w i th  f ea r  and  
t remb l i ng  (Ph i l  2 :12 ) .   I t  i s  no t  a  g roup  tha t  mee ts ,  wh i ch  I  can  v i s i t  
i f  and  when  I  choose .   My  ve ry  membersh ip  i n  tha t  Body  o f  Ch r i s t  i s  
so le l y  dependen t  on  my  regu la r  pa r t i c ipa t i on  in  the  bas ic  ga ther ing  
o f  tha t  Body…the  D iv ine  L i t u rgy .   One  can  hard ly  say  tha t  he /she  i s  
a  pa r i sh ioner  i f  a t tendance  a t  t he  D iv ine  L i tu rgy  i s  sporad ic ,  a t  
bes t .    I f  we  w ish  to  be  par t  o f  the  Body  o f  Chr i s t ,  t hen  our  
membersh ip  mus t  be  nou r i shed  and  sus ta ined  by  the  sac ramen ta l  l i f e  
o f  tha t  Body .  Regu la r  recep t ion  o f  Ho l y  Commun ion ,  regu la r  
pa r t i c i pa t ion  in  con fess ion  and  unc t ion  a re  the  s ine  quo  non  o f  
Chu rch  membersh ip !   Th is  l eads  us  i n to  t he  second  componen t…  
  
(2 )     The  Canon ica l  Componen t  
 
I f  we  a re  to  be  “pa r i sh ioners  in  good  s tand ing ”  i n  the  Or thodox  
Church ,  ou r  en t i r e  l i f e  mus t  come under  t he  Lo rdsh ip  o f  Jesus  
Chr i s t .   Th is  i nc ludes  ou r  mar r iages ,  and  when  t rag ica l l y  necessary ,  
ou r  d i vo rces .   Someone  who  w ishes  to  be  a  “pa r i sh ioner  i n  good  
s tand ing ”  mus t  have  the i r  mar r iage  b lessed  by  the  Or thodox  Church .   
O f ten ,  we  meet  i nd i v idua l s  who  were  mar r i ed  ou ts ide  the  Church ,  
were  mar r ied  by  the i r  non-Or thodox  spouse ’s  Church ,  o r  were  
mar r ied  in  a  c i v i l  se rv i ce  by  a  Jus t i ce  o f  the  Peace .   These  
ind i v idua l s  come to  ou r  o f f i ces  seek ing  a  le t t e r  o f  good  s tand ing ,  
enab l i ng  them to  se rve  as  a  bes t  man  o r  godparen t  a t  an  Or thodox  
wedd ing  o r  bap t i sm.   No  o the r  aspec t  o f  pas to ra l  m in i s t r y  causes  as  
much  pa in  and  m isunders tand ing  as  th i s  one  canon ica l  i ssue .   
Please  read  th is  sect ion  care fu l ly :   I f  you  have  been  mar r ied  in  
any  venue  ou ts ide  o f  the  Or thodox  Church ,  you  a re  no t  i n  canon ica l  
s tand ing .   The rami f ica t ions  of  th is  are  impor tan t .   One  who is  
not  in  canonica l  s tand ing  may not  rece ive  Holy  Communion ,  may 
not  serve  as  a  Godparent  and may not  serve  as  a  
Koumbaro /Koumbara  a t  a  wedding ,  may not  run  or  serve  on  the  
Par ish  Counci l  o r  vote  in  a  Genera l  E lect ion !    
 
You  mus t  have  you r  mar r iage  b lessed  by  the  Church .   One  f i na l  no te  
on  the  “b less ing ” .   There  i s  a  g rea t  dea l  o f  m is in fo rmat ion  regard ing  



t he  wedd ing  b less ing .   One  g roup  o f  peop le  assumed  they  had  to  
have  a  l a rge  wedd ing  w i th  hund reds  o f  peop le  inv i t ed .   Ano the r  
g roup  assumed tha t  the  “b less ing ”  i nvo l ved  them coming  to  Church  
o f  a  b r i e f  (3  m inu te )  p rayer  wh i ch  wou ld  “b less ”  the i r  un ion .   
Be loved ,  when  we  “b less ”  a  wedd ing  wh ich  has  occur red  ou ts ide  the  
Church ,  we  conduc t  the  en t i re  wedd ing  se rv i ce… as  i f  no  wedd ing  
ex is ts .   Tha t  be ing  sa id ,  one  need  no t  i nv i t e  hund reds  o f  gues ts  to  
the i r  wedd ing  “b less ing ” .   A  b r ide ,  g room and  Koumbaro /Koumbara  
a re  a l l  t ha t  i s  requ i red .  
  
We mus t  now address  the  pa in fu l  rea l i t y  o f  d i vo rce .   When  one  
mar r ies  i n  the  Or thodox  Church ,  the  B ishop (H ie ra rch )  i ssues  the  
ecc les ias t i ca l  pe rm iss ion  to  mar ry .   When  tha t  mar r iage  ends  
th rough  d ivo rce ,  the  B ishop  mus t  once  aga in  i ssue  the  d i vo rce  
dec ree .   Th is  i s  the  p rocess  known as  “ecc les ias t i ca l  d i vo rce ” .  Un t i l  
t ha t  ecc les ias t i ca l  d i vo rce  i s  g ran ted ,  one  canno t  be  cons ide red  a  
pa r i sh ioner (member )  i n  good  s tand ing .   Once  aga in ,  th i s  means  tha t  
pa r t i c i pa t ion  in  the  sac ramenta l  l i f e  o f  the  Church  i s  no t  poss ib le .   
One  who  was  mar r ied  i n  t he  Or thodox  Church  and  i s  now d i vo rced  
c i v i l l y ,  canno t  rece ive  Ho ly  Commun ion ,  o r  se rve  as  a  Godparen t  o r  
Koumbaro /Koumbara  a t  an  Or thodox  wedd ing  o r  bap t i sm,  un t i l  t hey  
have  rece ived  the i r  ecc les ias t i ca l  d i vo rce .  
  
There  i s  a  g rea t  dea l  o f  m ispercep t i on  regard ing  the  ecc les ias t i ca l  
d i vo rce  p rocess .   I t  i s  ne i the r  pun i t i ve  no r  i nvas ive .   The  c le rgy  a re  
no t  the re  to  ask  in t ima te  ques t ions  o r  se rve  as  a  modern  day  
“ inqu is i t i on ” .   The  purpose  o f  the  ecc les ias t i ca l  d i vo rce  i s  to  
de te rm ine  whe the r  o r  no t  the  mar r i age  can  be  saved .   Le t  me  add  
here ,  the  Or thodox  Church  does  no t  g ran t  “annu lmen ts ”… wh ich  
essen t ia l l y  says  tha t  a  mar r iage  neve r  t ook  p lace .   The  Or thodox  
Church  recogn izes  tha t  d i vo rce  i s  a  pa in fu l  rea l i t y  tha t  mus t  be  met  
w i th  compass ion ,  unders tand ing  and  love .   The  p rocess  o f  
ecc les ias t i ca l  d i vo rce  seeks  to  reconc i le  the  par tne rs  t oge ther…and  
i f  t ha t  i s  no  longe r  poss ib le ,  reconc i l e  the  Or thodox  spouse  back  to  
the  Church .   A f te r  t he  pas to r  i n fo rms  the  B ishop  o f  h i s  own a t tempts  
to  reconc i le  the  coup le ,  the  fo rma l  pe t i t i on  i s  sen t  t o  the  B ishop .   
The  D iocesan  B ishop  then  convenes  a  “sp i r i t ua l  cour t ”  where  th ree  
c le rgymen w i l l  a t tempt  to  e f fec t  a  reconc i l i a t i on  o r  o f fe r  pas to ra l  
gu idance  and  comfo r t .   I f  t he  th ree  p r ies ts  ag ree  tha t  t he  mar r iage  i s  
hope less l y  d i sso l ved ,  they  w i l l  send  a  recommenda t i on  to  the  B ishop  
to  g ran t  the  ecc les ias t i ca l  d i vo rce .   The  en t i re  p rocess  requ i res  
be tween  one  and  two  months .  
  
(3 )     The  S tewardsh ip  Componen t  
  
The  eas ies t  o f  the  th ree  componen ts  o f  Chu rch  membersh ip  i s  the  
s tewardsh ip  componen t .   We have  d iscussed  Chr i s t i an  s tewardsh ip  
a t  l eng th…and w i l l  con t i nue  to  do  so  each  year  du r i ng  s tewardsh ip  
month .   Fo r  ou r  pu rposes  he re ,  I  w i l l  be  a  b i t  b lun t  and  d i rec t .   I f  you  
a t tend  a  Greek  Or thodox  par i sh  and  en joy  the  bene f i t s  o f  the  
m in is t r i es  o f  tha t  pa r i sh ,  i t  i s  your  du ty  and  ob l iga t ion  to  suppor t  tha t  



par i sh  w i th  you r  f i nanc ia l  resources .   I  am s tunned  by  the  numbers  
o f  peop le  who  have  a t tended  th i s  pa r i sh  fo r  years…and have  never  
once  cons ide red  the i r  own  ob l iga t i on  to  sus ta in  the  commun i t y .   
Does  tha t  pe rson  ever  cons ide r  the  f i nanc ia l  needs  o f  the  pa r i sh?   
Jus t  how does  tha t  i nd i v idua l  th ink  the  Church  sus ta ins  i t se l f?   I f  you  
w ish  to  be  a  pa r i sh ione r  (member )  o f  S t .  George ,  you  need  to  fu l f i l l  
you r  f i nanc ia l  respons ib i l i t y ,  as  we l l  as  your  sac ramenta l  and  
canon ica l  ob l i ga t ions .    
  
Be loved  in  Chr i s t ,  we  o f ten  wa i t  to  add ress  ou r  s tand ing  in  the  
Church  un t i l  i t  becomes  a  necess i t y .   I  ask  you  to  take  some t ime  
now and  cons ide r  you r  s tand ing  in  the  Church .  I f  you  have  no t  
fu l f i l l ed  your  annua l  dues  fo r  2005  o r  fo r  o the r  years  fo r  tha t  ma t te r ,  
now i s  the  t ime  to  fu l f i l l  you r  ob l i ga t ion  to  the  Church .   I f  you  were  
mar r ied  ou ts ide  the  Or thodox  Church ,  now i s  the  t ime  to  have  tha t  
mar r iage  b lessed .   I f  you  were  mar r i ed  in  the  Or thodox  Church  and  
a re  d i vo rced  c i v i l l y (no t  ecc les ias t i ca l l y ) ,  now i s  the  t ime  to  f i l e  fo r  
your  ecc les ias t i ca l  d i vo rce .   Beg in  the  p rocess  now so  tha t  you  may  
be  res to red  to  fu l l  commun ion  and  s tand ing  in  the  Or thodox  Church .   
I f  you  have  become ind i f f e ren t  i n  you r  Church  a t tendance  and  
par t i c i pa t ion ,  now i s  the  t ime  to  re -commi t  yourse l f  t o  week l y  
a t tendance  a t  the  D iv ine  L i tu rgy .  Make  an  appo in tmen t  t oday  fo r  
Ho l y  Con fess ion .   Beg in  to  d r ink  deep ly  f rom the  r i ch  sp r ings  o f  the  
Or thodox  L i tu rg ica l  l i f e .   Be loved  i n  Chr i s t ,  now i s  the  t ime  fo r  each  
o f  us  to  no  longer  mere l y  ca l l  ou rse l ves  “pa r i sh ioners ”  o f  the  
Church…but  t ru l y  “become”  pa r i sh ioners  o f  the  Church  and  ac t i ve  
members  o f  the  Body  o f  Ch r i s t .  
 
 
Adap ted  f r om an  a r t i c l e  by  F r .  James  Ga v r i l o s  o f  S t  Ma rk  G r eek  O r thodox  
Chu rch  Boca  Ra ton ,  FL .  
 


