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Fr. Nicholas Andruchow

In the Orthodox Christian Faith Holy Communion is only given to those who have formally associated themselves with the one true Church of Christ.  This is often seen as an exclusive act but in reality it is affirming  the openness of Christ’s saving Gift and how in modern society the interpretation of that Gift varies significantly, which has caused divisions and separations.  Therefore the purpose of this month’s pastoral message is to clarify what exactly is Holy Communion and affirm how it is truly open to all.

The blessing of Christianity is that it does not discriminate between ethnic origin, gender, social or economic status.  (Gal. 3:28)  The way to eternal peace is open to all who believe in Christ.  Christ desired all to be in union with one another and God. (John 17:21) He did not say only Jews should receive the Good News but all nations. (Matt.28:19)  This type of open religious accessibility was radical thinking for the society in which Christ ministered.  In ancient times Greeks considered all men divided into two groups, Greeks and barbarians.  In Judism proselytes who converted to Judism, and were not of the blood descendants of Abraham, were seen as inferior.  In addition Jews considered wives as property of their husbands and ranked them as unequal, putting them in the same status with slaves and children.  Therefore this inequality was directly projected onto religious worship which prevented a significant part of the population from fully participating in the formal ritual of experiencing God.  Christ abolished these types of segregations as explained by St. Paul to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 12:13) and Colossians (Col. 3:11).  Following Scriptural Tradition, Orthodox Christianity is open to all people, Greeks, Russians, Mexicans, Germans, women, men, elderly, children, rich and poor.  But why then does Father Nicholas withhold communion from those who are not Orthodox, if it is open to all?  To answer this question we need to look at what Holy Communion is?

Holy Communion is exactly what it says.  It is unity with God, and it is a unity that comes from God.  It is the ultimate divine binding opportunity for all humanity.  And this unity with God and one another is found in Christ (John 17:21-22) through His flesh and blood. (John 6:56)  Christ compels us to drink His blood and eat His flesh so that we can have eternal life. (John 6:54)  Imagine if all humanity were united in God and there were no divisions, no separations, no conflicts.  How the world would be a different place.  How much less loneliness, despair, anger, violence, resentment, and war there would be.  This unity has been revealed to us in the Holy Bible and has been maintained through the centuries by the early Christians, (The Letter of St. Ignatius to the Philadelphians Chapter 4., 1st Apology of St. Justin, Ch. 66., St Irenaeus Against Heresies, Book 4.) and up to present time in the Holy Christian Orthodox Church. (Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom)  But still why not allow all to receive this unifying gift from God?  We need to remember that Christ prayed for union and life for those who believed in Him therefore it would make no sense for those who believe something else to draw near and partake of the flesh and blood of Christ.  Why would a Jewish person or a Moslem, who does not believe that Jesus is the Son of God and came to save us, receive Holy Communion which is His actual Body and Blood.  Then you might say “that makes sense for non-Christians but why not allow Protestants and Catholics to receive Communion in the Orthodox Church?”  The answer to this is in the very word “communion”.  

Communion assumes that there is unity with one another.  The faithful who belong to Protestant denominations or the Catholic Church are considered believers in Christ but there are significant differences in their teachings that clearly separate us from one another.  For example, many Protestant faiths view communion as not the actual Body and Blood of Christ but rather representations of His flesh and blood.  In addition most Western Christian churches use a version of the Creed which is not consistent with the Creed that was used during the first 1,000 years of Christianity to which the Orthodox still hold.  There are other teachings in the Roman Catholic Church, such as the role of the Pope and the understanding of the Immaculate Conception, which differ from the Orthodox Christian’s understanding.  When we partake of Holy Communion we unite through Christ to God and to one another, and we affirm the bonds of community that we have.  If there are fundamental differences in our beliefs, for example in the Creed or how we view Holy Communion, then true union is lacking, which is sad, but a reality.  This is not to say who will be saved, or who the true believers are but historically there are fundamental teachings that separate us from others and to pretend they do not exist would be untruthful and wrong.  God is the one who judges.  We, although are called to interpret and receive the profound Holy Tradition of Scripture that has been given to us so that we may have everlasting life in the union with the Lord which is extended to all who believe.

