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Christianity appeared in Judea of 
Palestine

during a time when this area was part 
of the Roman Empire.

For the first decades of its life 
Christianity was kept among the Jews.

The first Christians continued to 
practice their Judaic traditions.

Orthodox Christianity still has many 
elements of those traditions, although 
these were eventually re-interpreted 

within the light of the Gospel and the 
fullness of the Christian Revelation.

The Early Christian Period



1.  Christianity grew and matured in a decisively Greek World.
2.  The Gospels were written in Greek
3.  The language of the people of the Roman Empire was Greek. 
St. Paul wrote his Epistles in Greek, even to the people of Rome.
4. The unity and freedom of movement provided by the Roman 
Empire facilitates the spread of Christianity-St. Paul travels 
freely through the Empire because he is a Roman citizen.
5. Gradually, the message of the Gospel is brought not only to 
the Jews but also to the Gentiles.

Conditions in the Roman Empire







Spread of Christianity 
by A.D. 185



Church Governance

As the Church grew in numbers, establishing herself through most of the 
cities of the Roman Empire, it formed a communion of self governing 
Churches headed by the local bishop (episkopos-overseer) and assisted 
by the presbyters and deacons. Although administratively independent, 
the churches remained united by the common faith in the Risen Lord 

Jesus Christ.

The bishops of certain centers, like Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, 
Rome and later "New Rome" or Constantinople, became more prominent 

because of the significance of those cities in the Empire.

All bishops, however, both of the villages as well as the larger cities were 
considered equal and had only one vote in Council (Synod) Meetings

No bishop was allowed to interfere in an other bishop's territory. 

Decisions on doctrine and order of the Church were only made by the 
whole body of bishops (in Council) and were binding for all.

This is the way the Orthodox Church is still governed to this day.



Persecutions of Christians
During the first 300 hundred years of her life, the Church suffered 

terrible persecutions first by the Jews (see Acts of the Apostles) and 
then by the Romans. This is the period of the Catacombs and the 

many martyrs of Christianity.

The Roman Colosseum where Christians were tortured and killed



On October 28, 312 A.D. at the 
Milvian Bridge a few miles 

outside of  Rome. Following a 
vision of the Cross with the 

inscription “Through this you 
will conquer,” Constantine 

defeats Maxentius, issues the 
Edict of Milan (which frees the 

Christians from the Roman 
persecutions) and embraces 
Christianity as the favored 

religion of the Roman Empire.  

The Vision of  Constantine and the 
founding of  New Roman Empire

Emperor Constantine the Great 
and the final Triumph of the Church



Emperor Constantine moves the center of the Empire from Rome to a new 
location-the small town of Byzantium on the Bosporus. He names it “New Rome”.
• The New Rome is built with a Christian Church at its center, the first church 

of Ayia Sophia (dedicated to Christ, the Wisdom of God). This wooden 
structure will be eventually rebuilt by Justinian in the middle of the 6th 
century into the majestic marvel of architecture and engineering, which still 
stands today.

•   The city of New Rome was also referred to as "the City of Constantine” - 
"Constantinou polis" - in honor of its founder. 

The founding of the New Rome

This “new world order” (called “Byzantine Empire” by modern historians in the West), 
was the Roman Empire, now defined by both its Hellenistic and Christian character. 

.. New Rome



By the end of the Fourth Century, Christianity became the official 
religion of the Roman Empire 

The Christian Faith begun to shape the culture, laws, art, 
architecture, and intellectual life of the Empire.

• Co-Existence of Church and State

• A Symphonic relationship of Church and State, of faith and 
culture, is the distinctive legacy of the Christian Roman Empire 
which lasted for 1,100 years. 

• The Church did not interfere in the politics of the Empire and the 
State protected the Church and implemented its decisions as laws 
of the State.

The Triumph of Christianity

Growth and Maturity



• A period of Theological reflection - The Seven Ecumenical Councils
• Articulation of Christian doctrine and ecclesial order (Holy 

Canons) begin to take place during the fourth century, soon after 
Constantine's endorsement of Christianity. 

• The Canon of the New Testament is decided by the First 
Ecumenical Council of Nicea in 325 AD

• The Creed of Faith is formulated by the First and Second 
Ecumenical Councils, 325 and 381 AD

• The doctrine of the two natures of Christ is settled by the Third 
and Fourth Ecumenical Councils, 431 and 451 AD

• The Theology of the Holy Icons is finalized by the Seventh 
Ecumenical Council, 787 AD

The Articulation of the Christian Faith
Synodal Consensus – Consensus Patrum

The Church calls herself "Catholic" (universal), 
"Apostolic" (descending from the Apostles) and 

"Orthodox" (of correct faith and worship).



The Roman Empire at about 395



• 5th Century - The Barbarian Invasions of Europe bring 
about a severance of the Western part of the Empire 
from the Eastern and the beginning of the separation of 
the Church as well. East and West drift apart, 
politically, culturally, linguistically and theologically. 
Rome fell to the Visigoth King Alaric in 410 AD. This 
marks the beginning of the end of Grego-Roman 
civilization in Europe, while both the Empire and 
civilization continues in the East.

The Barbarian Invasions and 
the Division of the Empire and the Church



The Era of Emperor Justinian

527-565 AD





This new Christian Greco-Roman Empire reached 
great heights of  civilization and accomplished great 

achievements in philosophy, engineering and 
architecture, following in the footsteps of  the Greeks 

and Romans of  previous centuries

The Great Church of Ayia Sophia

Emperor Justinian





This map depicts the Empire at the death of Justinian I, who had reigned from 527 to 
565 as sole Emperor, sometimes in concert, and sometimes in conflict, with his 
powerful wife Theodora.

Through a series of hard-fought and destructive wars against Goth and Vandal 
successor states in the former territory of the western Roman Empire, Justinian had 
re-extended the Empire's boundaries to southern Spain, the Italian peninsula and North 
Africa. The territorial gains, though impressive, masked an overall weakening of the 
Empire's position; a dreadful outbreak of bubonic plague had swept the mediterranean 
basin in the 540s and severe climatic conditions had a negative impact upon the 
Empire's agricultural base.

Map of the Byzantine Empire 565 AD



Missionary Activity 
of the Orthodox Church

500-1300 AD             

Missionary Activity of the Church

• Conversion of the Slavs

• Baptism of the Rus

• Patriarchates in Russia, Romania, Serbia and 
Bulgaria are established



Division in the Church

• 800 AD - Charlemagne is crowned Holy Roman Emperor
– He Unites the Countries of Europe under his authority and imposes the 

authority of the bishop of Rome over the whole Western Church. 
– Through a forged document (The Donatum of Constantine) he claims 

the superiority of the bishop of Rome over the whole Church 
everywhere and requests submission to his authority. 

– The term "Catholic" (meaning "Universal") is assumed exclusively for 
the Church of Rome.

– He claims that the people of the Eastern Empire are not Christians 
unless they submit to the authority of the bishop of Rome and become 
part of his empire. 

First Schism – 453 AD - Fourth Ecumenical Council in Chalcedon
Division occurred over the understanding of the two natures in the 

person of Christ, resulting in the separation of the Assyrian 
Church, Coptic Church of Egypt, the Ethiopian Church and 
Armenian Apostolic Church (the so-called Oriental Orthodox 
Churches)

5th Century - The Barbaric Invasions of Europe bring about a severance of 
the Western part of the Empire from the Eastern and the beginning of 
the separation of the Church as well. East and West drift apart, 
politically, culturally, linguistically and theologically.



– East and West drift further apart, theologically, 
culturally and ecclesiologically.
• The filioque, inserted in the Creed of Faith in the 

middle of the 6th century in Spain to combat 
Arianism, is enforced universally in the West (inspite 
the efforts of Leo III, the last Roman Pope, to preserve 
the Creed without the addition - he had the Creed 
without the filioque inscribed on silver plaques and 
posted on the walls of St. Peter's Cathedral in Rome. 
After his death the plaques were removed). The 
filioque becomes universal dogma for the Western 
Church.

• Celibacy of the clergy is made universal at this time as 
well.

• The use of azimes (unleavened bread) in the Eucharist 
is theologically justified by the Carolingian 
theologians

The Rift Widens



• 1054 AD - The Great Schism between East and West begins to 
widen further

• Cardinal Humbert (head of a three-man delegation sent by 
Pope Leo IX) visits Constantinople with a list of demands. 

* Bishop Kallistos Ware (formerly Timothy Ware) writes, "The choice of Cardinal Humbert was 
unfortunate, for both he and Cerularius (the Patriarch) were men of stiff and intransigent 
temper. . . . After [an initial, unfriendly encounter] the patriarch refused to have further dealings 
with the legates. Eventually Humbert lost patience, and laid a bull of excommunication against 
Cerularius on the altar of the Church of the Holy Wisdom. . . . Cerularius and his synod retaliated 
by anathematizing Humbert (but not the Roman Church as such)" (The Orthodox Church, 67)

The Rift Widens Further

Some of the Demands by Cardinal Humbert:
  1. That the Eastern Churches submit to the authority of the bishop of Rome
  2. That they add the "filioque" clause to their "Creed of Faith"
  3. That they use unleavened bread in the Eucharist (Holy Communion)
  4. That their priests cease to have wives and adopt the celibate priesthood.

When his demands were not met, Humbert laid a bull of excommunication for 
the Patriarch of Constantinople on the Holy Altar of Ayia Sophia and walked 
out shaking the dust off his shoes. He returned to Rome.
In response, the Patriarch and his synod anathematized Humbert and severed 
their relationship with the Roman see.



The Crusades

The final blow to the unity of the Eastern and Western Church

The Siege of Antioch, from a medieval miniature painting, during the First Crusade.

The Crusades not only put the 
sword between Christians and 

Moslems but also gave the final 
blow to the Unity of East and West

The Crusaders blundered 
indiscriminately. Orthodox 

Christians suffered along with the 
Moslems at the hands of the 

European Christians.
They liberated lands from the 

Moslems, but the local Orthodox 
Christians suffered the 

consequences of the retaliation of 
the Moslems once the Crusaders 

withdraw their forces.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antioch
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antioch
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Crusade
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Crusade


The Fourth Crusade (1204 AD)

• Feudalism was established in the East for the first time. The Empire was weakened 
and the doors were opened for the entrance of the advancing army of the Ottoman 
Turks.

The Sack of Constantinople
The Fourth Crusade (1201–1204) 
was originally designed to conquer 
Jerusalem through an invasion of 
Egypt. Instead, in April 1204, the 
Crusaders of the West invaded and 
conquered the city of 
Constantinople. It has been often 
described as one of the most 
profitable and disgraceful sacks of 
a city in history.

The Crusaders, bearing the Cross 
of Christ, entered the city, 
murdering Orthodox Christians, 
destroying and desecrating 
churches, pillaging Holy Relics 
and destroying any remnant of 
trust of Eastern Christians 
toward Western Christians

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1201
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1201
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1204
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1204
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egypt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egypt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constantinople
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constantinople


• In the Seventh Century the Arab Islamic Forces of  
Mohammed begin to attack and overcome the Christian 
regions of  the Middle-East and North Africa.

• Subsequently, the Seljuk and later the Ottoman Turks 
appear from the Far-East. They gradually embrace Islam 
and proceed to invade Asia Minor and other regions of  
the Middle East forming the Ottoman Empire.

• Constantinople becomes the prized jewel for the aspiring 
conquerors.

The appearance of Islam and the 
fate of the Hellenic-Christian 

Byzantine Empire





The Siege of Constantinople by the Moslem Turks

Scene from the siege of Constantinople

The last Christian 
Emperor

Constantine 
Palaeologos



Christian churches are either destroyed or taken 
away to be turned into mosques

Ayia Sophia, Constantinople, turned into a mosque 
in 1453 AD, is a museum since 1931



The Orthodox Church 
from Captivity

to Freedom and Diaspora

• 1453 AD - The Fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks 
- The Church becomes enslaved to the Ottoman overlords 
who frequently interfere in her affairs.

• The Church of Russia continues to remain free and calls 
itself the Third Rome, until Communism enslaves it in the 
early part of the 20th century

• 19th Century - The Greek Church emerges from Slavery to 
the Moslem Turks

• The Orthodox Church spreads into the diaspora - Orthodox 
Christians move into the West (Western Europe, Australia 
and the Americas) as more emigration opportunities are 
offered, establishing Orthodox parishes and communities.



Orthodoxy and Communism

The Orthodox Church in Russia, Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia 
and the rest of Eastern Europe suffered tremendous 

persecution under the Communist Regimes during the 
Twentieth Century

Today, they are recovering from the more than 70 years of 
oppression, ministering to their people and reviving the 

flame of the Orthodox Faith



• Founded originally in the Near East, the Balkans, Greece, Eastern 
Europe, and Russia, today Orthodox parishes are found in almost 
all regions of the world. (Orthodox Jurisdictions include Russia, 
Romania, Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece, Georgia, Cyprus, 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, Finland, Albania, and Sinai as well as the 
four ancient Patriarchates - Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, 
Constantinople)

• The Orthodox Church is a communion of self governing Churches – 
administratively independent but united by a common faith and 
spirituality, based on common doctrines, sacramental life and 
worship.  All share full communion with each other. 

The Orthodox Church Today



The Orthodox Church in America

• The first Orthodox to arrive on the American Continent 
were the Russians who came as missionaries into Alaska 
in the 18th century. Alaska at the time was a Russian 
territory. St. Herman of Alaska converted the Eskimos 
and established the Orthodox Church of Alaska.

• Other ethnic groups arrived in America in significant 
numbers in the 19th and 20th centuries bringing their 
own local Orthodox and ethnic traditions and establishing 
Parishes throughout North and South America.



The Greek Orthodox Church in America
The Beginnings

• First Greek Colonists

• Landed in St Augustine in 1768 – St Photios National Shrine has been built 
in honor of these colonists.

• First Greek Orthodox Community- Founded by merchants in New Orleans in 1864.

• First Permanent Greek Orthodox Parish

• Founded in New York in 1892  – now the Archdiocesan Cathedral of Holy 
Trinity.

• By 1920, sixty percent of the present-day parishes in US were founded, because of 
the accelerated immigration from Greece, Asia Minor and Pontus.

• Establishment of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese

• Incorporated in 1921 and officially recognized by the State of New York in 
1922.

• In 1922, Patriarch Meletios appointed the Rt. Rev. Alexander Titular, Bishop 
of Rodostolon, as Patriarchal Exarch in America.



Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America
Administration History

• The Greek Speaking Parishes of North America were initially under the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate

• In 1908, jurisdiction was transferred to Holy Synod of the Church of Greece

• In 1918, jurisdiction was transferred back to Ecumenical Patriarchate

• Six Archbishops in 80 plus years:

•  Archbishop Alexander (1922-1930)

•  Archbishop Athenagoras (1931-1948)

•  Archbishop Michael (1948-1958)

•  Archbishop Iakovos (1959-1996)

•  Archbishop Spyridon (1996-1999)

•  Archbishop Demetrios (from Sept. 18, 1999 - today)



Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America
Growth and Development

• Developments under Archbishop Athenagoras

•   Brought harmony to the disunited communities

•   Expanded the role of the Clergy-Laity congresses

•   Founded St. Basil Academy

•   Founded Holy Cross School of Theology

•   Lead the Organization of the Ladies Philoptochos Society

• Developments under Archbishop Michael

•   Founded St. Michael’s Home for the Aged

•   Founded GOYA

•   Brought acceptance of the UPR

•       Lead the national recognition of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese

• Development under Archbishop Iakovos

•   Furthered unity of the Archdiocese

•   Revitalized Christian worship

•   Championed human and civil rights

•   Established dialogues with other faiths

•   Founded SCOBA

•   Lead the establishment of Leadership 100

•   Brought to fruition the establishment of Hellenic College



The Greek Orthodox in the Americas
 Recent Transitions

• In 1996, the Metropolitanates of Toronto, Buenos 
Aires, and Mexico were established.

• In 2003, the new Charter was approved, which 
created 9 Metropolitanates in the US, including the 
Archdiocesan District.

Many new Parishes are being established 
in the New World as we speak!



The End


