The Sacraments of Initiation


in the Orthodox Church�





	The sacraments of initiation in the Orthodox Church are three:  Baptism, Chrismation and Holy Communion.  The newly baptized is immediately anointed with the holy oil of Chrism through which he receives the Holy Spirit.  He is thus baptized “of water and the spirit” (John 3:5).  The new life in Christ is im�mediately nourished with “the Bread of Life,” the Holy Eucharist.  Receiving all three sacraments, the newly baptized infant becomes a full member of the Church.





HOLY BAPTISM





	Some time ago LIFE Magazine carried a photograph illustrating "A Baby's Momentous First Five Minutes."  It was a photograph of a mother's hand reaching out to her newborn child.  The photograph illustrated beautifully a mother's love reaching to embrace her baby.  So it is that every time an infant is baptized, the hand of God's love reaches out to embrace that baby and bestow upon it the kiss of His love.  It is divine love that stands behind the Sacrament of Baptism.


	Baptizing infants before they know what is going on is an expression of God's great love for us.  It shows that God loves us and accepts us before we can ever know Him or love Him.  It shows that we are wanted and loved by God from the very moment of our birth.  To say that a person must reach the age of reason and believe in Christ before he may be baptized is to make God's grace in some way dependent on man's intelligence.  But God's grace is not dependent on any act of ours, intellectual or otherwise; it is a pure gift of His love.


	We bring infants to baptism not because they believe but in order that they might believe.  Baptism is like the planting of the seed of faith in the human soul.  Nourished and fed by Christian training, or catechesis, in the family and in the church school, the seed of faith will grow to produce a mature Christian.


	Baptism introduces the child to the love of God and opens him to the grace of the Holy Spirit.  These are great riches even if the child is unaware of them at the beginning.  To deny a child baptism is to deprive him of this inner grace that is so necessary to Christian growth.


	Through baptism Christ cleanses us of sin.  He calls us His own sons and daughters.  He makes us heirs of His riches.  He makes us members of His family.  As members of God's family we are all related to each other and responsible for each other.  Yet baptism is more than this.  Through baptism we are attached to Christ.  We become members of His body.  Each baptized Christian becomes an extension of Christ.  We become other Christs in the world.  We become His eyes, His hands, His tongue, His feet. Christ has chosen to work in the world through us -the members of His body.  It is our special responsibility as baptized Chris�tians to let Christ be present wherever we ourselves are stationed in the world as baptized Christians.	I


	St. Chrysostom writes, "For this reason we baptize children, although they have no sins... in order to confer upon them sanctification, adoption, inheritance... that they may be members of Christ and become the abode of the Holy Spirit."


	The baptismal font in the language of the Church Fathers is the Divine Womb whence we receive the second birth as children of God.  Baptism is truly a birth.  "But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to be�come children of God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God" (John 1:12,13).  The baptismal font is not only a womb where we become "alive to God," but also a tomb where we become "dead to sin."


	We believe that Christ died for our sins. To show that we, and not Christ, are worthy of death because of our sins, we are immersed in the baptismal font.  The immersion in water symbolizes death, since a person cannot live long under water. Through baptism we share mysteriously in Christ's death.  As St. Paul says, "We were buried therefore with him (Christ) by baptism unto death so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life."  The baptized person rises out of the baptismal font a new person, cleansed of every sin and promising, like St. Paul, to surrender his life to Christ, his Savior:  "He died for all that they who live should not henceforth live unto themselves, but unto him who for their sake died and was raised" (2 Cor. 5:15).  The triple immersion symbolizes the three days our Lord spent in the tomb as well a  the Holy Trinity since the baptismal formula used in the Orthodox Church is:   “The servant of God... is baptized in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit."


	Baptism is our own personal Easter.  When we are plunged under the waters of baptism, we are not only washed, we die to sin.  The old sinful nature is drowned.  When we rise from the waters, we rise to new life in Christ.  We share in Christ's death and resurrection.


	In early times Baptism and Confirmation were not administered in the church but in a separate edifice called the baptisterion (baptistery).  Following anointment with holy chrism the newly baptized, wearing their white robes and carrying can�dles, were led by the clergy to the church for the celebration of the Eucharist.  Here they would receive their first Communion.


	This is the origin of the present procession of the priest accompanied by the sponsor holding the newly baptized infant, around the baptismal font just before the neophyte is given the Sacrament of Communion.  The purpose of Baptism and Chrismation is expressed by this procession to the Eucharist.  The door is now open to full and complete communion with God.  During the procession the priest sings, "...as many as have been baptized into Christ, have put on Christ.  Alleluia" (Gal. 3:27).


	In the words of Fr. Schmemann:  "Thus baptism truly fulfills itself as proces�sion to the Church and into the Eucharist:  the participation in Christ's Pascha 'at the table, in His kingdom'" (Luke 22:15-16).  Baptism is God filling the emptiness in man with His life and presence.


	In summary we may define Baptism as follows:  It is God laying claim to you.  St. Paul says, "You are not your own, you are bought with a price, so glorify God in your body."  God doesn't rent you.  He buys you.  He holds title to you.  He owns you.  Through baptism you become His child.  And when God adopts you as His child, He does so for a purpose.  He has a plan for you.  You're saved from sin.  You're saved for service, for love, for good works, for enlarging the kingdom.  You're saved into significance.  Your life has real worth and meaning.  "I know my sheep," said Jesus. ., And nobody can pluck them out of my hand."


	Baptism is an act of liberation, a paschal experience, an exodus, a passage through the Red Sea of sin and death to the glorious freedom of the children of God.  Baptism is the transition from the world that is under the power of the evil one to the world that has been redeemed by Christ.  Baptism is a regeneration, a new life.  It makes us partakers of divine nature.


	After baptism man is a living member of the Body of Christ.  He is no longer


mere man, but man transformed, divinized, newly begotten as God's own son or daughter. He carries within him the very life of God.


	The effect of baptism according to St. John Chrysostom is "to be set free from sins, to reconcile God to man, to make man one with God, to open the eyes for souls to perceive the divine ray -to sum it up, to prepare for the life to come."


	Baptism in the Orthodox Church is far more than for the remission of sins.  The dominant theme of baptism is positive.  As Nicholas Cabasilas, a 14th century Byzantine theologian, points out all the scriptural and traditional terms applied to baptism point to a positive meaning:  "birth," "new birth," "clothing," "anointing," "gifts," "washing," "enlightening," "refashioning," "seal," etc.





The following words, addressed by the priest to the newly baptized, capture the essence of baptism:


“You have been justified and illuminated...


You have been baptized;


You have been illuminated;


You have been chrismated;


You have been sanctified;


You have been washed in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit."





Because of Baptism, St. Gregory of Sinai could say to us who are baptized:





"Become what you already are,


Find Him Who is already yours,


Listen to Him Who never ceases speaking to you,


Own Him Who already owns you."








THE SACRAMENT OF CHRISMATION OR CONFIRMATION





	In the Orthodox Church the Sacrament of Confirmation is administered im�mediately following baptism as in the early Church.  It is considered the fulfillment of baptism.  Human nature purified by baptism is made ready to receive the man�ifold gifts of the Holy Spirit.  As Fr. Schmemann says, "Confirmation is thus the personal Pentecost of man, his entrance into the life of the Holy Spirit... his ordination as truly and fully man... His whole body is anointed, sealed, sanctified, dedicated to the new life:  'the seal of the gift of the Holy Spirit,' says the priest as he anoints the newly baptized  'on the brow, and on the eyes, and the nostrils, and the lips, and on both ears, and the breast and on the hands, and the feet'... The whole man is now made the temple of God..."


	The Greek word for Confirmation is "chrisma," which means anointing.  The one anointed with "chrisma" becomes "christos," that is, the anointed one, which is the meaning of the name Christ.  Thus, by this sacrament we are made Christians or other Christs.  Chrismation is the "ordination of the laity."  Accord�ing to Orthodox belief every lay person is "ordained" into the priesthood of the laity by this sacrament; he receives the gift of the Holy Spirit to become "light," "salt," and "yeast" for Christ in this world.


	Chrismation is a participation in the anointing of Christ by the Spirit after


His Baptism (Cyril of Jerusalem).  As in baptism we share in the death and resurrection of Jesus, so in Chrisma�tion we share in the anointing of Christ by the Holy Spirit.  Chrismation is the fulfillment of baptism even as Pentecost is of Easter.  Chrismation is receiving the Holy Spirit Who will enable us to live the life of God into which we are born through baptism.  Just as the Eucharist is a personal Last Supper, so Chrismation is a personal Pentecost:  the personal coming to man of the third Person of the Godhead, the Holy Spirit, as He came to the Apostles on Pentecost.


	Chrismation is the newly baptized person's entrance into the new life in the Holy Spirit.  It is the divine "wind," the ruah of God, invading our life, setting us ablaze with fire and love, filling us with hope and joy, making us instruments of His action in the world.


	The Sacrament of Chrismation was administered in the apostolic era by two methods (1) the laying on of hands and (2) by anointing (Acts 19: 1- 7 and I John 2:20). In the East the practice of administering this Sacrament by anointing pre�vailed.  The oil of chrism is consecrated by bishops of autocephalous churches and administered locally by presbyters.  Baptized Christians of other churches entering the Orthodox Church are usually received through Chrismation.








THE SACRAMENT OF HOLY COMMUNION





In the sixth chapter of John's Gospel Jesus said to His disciples:





	"Truly, truly, I say to you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven; my Father gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven, and gives life to the world. . . I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread which comes down from heaven, that a man may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread which came down from heaven, if anyone eats of this bread, he will live for ever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh" (John 6:32-33; 48-51).





	The disciples then turned to Jesus and said, "Lord, give us this bread al�ways" (John 6:34).


	Jesus complied with their request.  He gave us the Bread of Life, Himself, in


the Sacrament of the Eucharist: 





"For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed.  He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him" (John 6:55-56).





	The Eucharist is a personal encounter with the living Christ. This is where we meet Him and invite Him into our soul.


	The Eucharist has been called a nuptial encounter of the soul with her Lord, a


marriage union between Christ and the soul.  In the words of Cyril of Jerusalem: "Christ has given to the children of the bridal chamber the enjoyment of His body and His blood."  Another ancient Christian writer, Theodoret, writes, "In eating the elements of the Bridegroom and drinking His blood, we accomplish a marriage union."  The Eucharist, then, becomes the marriage relationship through which the Bridegroom, Christ, espouses the Church as His Bride, thus transforming a human community into the Church of God.


	The Eucharist is a divine blood transfusion. God transfuses His own precious, sacred, royal and life-giving blood into our blood stream to give us new life, new strength and royal dignity.  The Old Testament speaks of blood as life (Gen. 2:7; Lev. 17:11,14).  In the New Testament the Eucharist becomes the way by which we receive the very life of God through the Precious Blood of His Son.


	Someone said once, "I had been taught in Sunday School that 'God is everywhere.'  But that was one of the things that made me angry.  Everywhere was too vague.  I wanted to find Him somewhere."


	The God who is present everywhere is to be found somewhere in specific.  "This is my body. . . This is my blood."  When Jesus spoke these words He meant exactly what He said.  The bread and the wine that are received at Com�munion are literally His Body and Blood.  They are not merely symbols.  For Jesus Himself said, "For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed" (John 6:55).  St. John Chrysostom writes, "What is in the chalice is the same as that which flowed from Christ's side.  What is the bread? Christ's body." ". . . the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh," said Jesus (John 6:51).


	Meditating on the Last Supper, some might say to themselves:  Would that I were there with those eleven apostles in the presence of the Master that evening in the Upper Room!  How I wish I could have heard from His lips the words, "This is my body. . . This is my blood. . . Take, eat. . . drink. . ." Yet through the Eucharist we are there!  The same Master is present.  The same bread.  The same cup.  The same sacrifice.  The same Upper Room.  The same Last Supper.  In the words of Nicolai Gogol, the Eucharist is "the eternal repetition of the great act of love performed on Calvary."


	The Eucharist is a making present again of the sacrifice of Christ in a mys�terious manner.  The Sacrifice of Christ is presented in the New Testament as something that happened once for all, that can never be repeated and to which nothing can be added.  The Sacrifice of Jesus may be made present again to us in Holy Communion today so that we may partake of its benefits, but still as that which happened once for all.  It is not a new sacrifice.  For this reason it is called an "unbloody sacrifice."  It is equally clear that the Eucharist in Orthodox worship is the remembering not only of the death of our Lord but also of His burial, Resurrection, Ascension, and Second Coming as well.


	St. Isaac the Syrian writes: "Blessed is he that has eaten of the Bread of love which is Jesus.  While still in this world, he breathes the air of the resurrection, in which the righteous will delight after they rise from the dead."


	Writing on the importance of the Eucharist, Nicholas Cabasilas says, "It is the completion of all the sacraments and not simply one of them... All human striving reaches here its ultimate goal.  For in this sacrament we attain God Him�self, and God Himself is made one with us in the most perfect of all unions... This is the final mystery:  beyond this it is not possible to go, nor can anything be added to it."


	St. Nilus writes, "It is impossible for the believer to be saved, to receive remission of sins and be admitted to the kingdom of heaven, unless in fear, faith and love he receives communion of the pure Mysteries of the Body and Blood of Jesus."


	The Eastern Church has been willing to accept the mystery of the change that occurs in the elements of the bread and wine without trying to explain it with words such as "transubstantiation" as was done in the Western Church.  As Paul Evdokimov said, "The East has too strong a sense of mystery to attempt to ex�plain the Eucharist."  One of the most important points of the Orthodox liturgy comes with the priest's invocation (epiclesis) of the Holy Spirit to consecrate the bread and the wine.


	Just as the Holy Spirit descended to the womb of Mary and made the body of Jesus from the flesh of the Virgin, so the same Spirit descends upon the bread and wine on the altar, transforming them into the Body and Blood of Jesus.


	St. John of Damascus writes, "And now you ask, 'How does the bread be�come Christ's Body, and the wine and the water become Blood?'  I tell you, the Holy Ghost comes and makes these Divine Mysteries... to be Christ's Body and Blood."


	The early Church Fathers never suggested that we not partake of Communion often because of personal unworthiness.  To the contrary, one of the most ancient Christian documents, the Didache, says, "If anyone is holy, let him come; if he is not, let him repent (and come)."


	We need to realize that no one is ever worthy to receive God within one's soul.  It is not a matter of our worthiness but of God's grace.  Communion is never a reward for holy living but always the gift of God's grace no matter how much we may have prepared.  May we keep our sense of unworthiness so that it may keep leading us to the only One Who can make us worthy.  The, sense of unworthi�ness is just the right attitude with which to approach Communion, for it helps us accept the Eucharist as a completely free gift of God's supreme grace.  An exagg�erated sense of unworthiness needs to give way to humble gratitude for God's grace which accepts especially the unworthy to make them worthy.  Is not the Eucharist Matthew's banquet all over again?  To the horror of the "good" people, Jesus eats and drinks with sinners!


	St. Nicodemus promoted frequent communion on Mt. Athos and in the Or�thodox Church in general.  In 1783 he published a booklet “On Frequent Com�munion.” Although he was attacked by some, an official decree of the Synod of Constantinople (August, 1819) accepted his principle that the faithful should re�ceive communion at every liturgy.  This is now an official canon of the Church. So, let us "with the fear of God, with faith and love draw near" to receive the King of Kings in every liturgy.  Every liturgy is Communion time.  In the early Church not to receive communion at the liturgy was a sign that the individual was a lapsed member who was seeking re-admission to the Church. 	Ideally, preparation for Holy Communion is not something that is done has�tily in a few days, or even weeks.  The whole life of the Christian should be preparation for the Eucharist. We shall share some of the specific ways by which we may prepare:





1. St. Paul speaks of this when he writes, "...let a man examine himself and so eat of that bread and drink of that cup" (I Cor. 11 :28).  In a sense, self-examination is something that is practiced regularly in the life of the Christian as he prays daily, reads God's word devoutly and participates faithfully in the liturgy.  He is constantly judging himself as Jesus speaks to him, pruning from his life the dead branches that bear no fruit.  The purpose of self-examination is not to make a person consider himself "worthy," but to bring him to an awareness of his unworthiness and lead him to repentance.





2. On the morning before going to the liturgy to receive Communion we do not eat or drink anything if our health allows. Just as one would not spoil his appetite by eating before a special meal, so we sharpen our spiritual appetite for Christ through such fasting.  The general rule for fasting is that the more often one receives Holy Communion, the less one may fast.  There can be some abstinence from meat the week before, especially on Wednesdays and Fridays.  It is good to consult with one's priest as to the extent of one's fasting since it depends on the frequency of receiving the Sacrament.  One thing we must remember is that there is no necessary connection between fasting and Communion.  We must never allow an overemphasis on fasting to become a wall separating us from Christ Who wishes to come to us in every liturgy.  Christianity is a relationship with a Person.  We must never allow a self-righteous empha�sis on so-called "rules of fasting" to destroy this all-important relation�ship.  The Church Fathers keep emphasizing that true fasting is to abstain from sin and evil. They also suggest the more positive "fasting of love", i.e., to deny oneself of food in order to share that food with the hungry .





3. The Orthodox Prayer Book contains some very moving prayers writ�ten by the Church Fathers that are designed to be read before and after Communion.  We may incorporate the reading of these prayers into our daily prayer life, reading one or two each day, morning and evening.  All of these beautiful prayers contain the cry of humility, unworthiness, and penitence, as expressed by this sample:


"... I am not worthy, Master and Lord, that You should enter under the roof of my soul.  Yet inasmuch as You desire to live in me as the lover of men, I approach with boldness.  You have com�manded:  let the doors be opened which You alone have made and You shall enter with Your love... You shall enter and enlighten my darkened reasoning.  I believe that You will do this..."





4. One must always approach Jesus with a plea for mercy and forgive�ness.  It is sincere faith and repentance -not perfection-  that make us worthy for frequent Communion.  Although it is not necessary to go to Confession before each Communion, if we receive Communion regu�larly it is still necessary to seek forgiveness through prayer.  The pre�Communion prayers of the Church are replete with pleas for forgiveness.  f grave sins have been committed, one should avail oneself also of the Sacrament of Confession.





5. Forgiveness from those we have hurt should be sought before Com�munion.  We must approach the Holy Table "with the fear of God (filial reverence), with faith and with LOVE."  We are bound to share with others the forgiving love we receive from Jesus.  Love is the one thing we must pray for before coming to the Holy Table.  No hostilities or grudges or dissension must be brought there.  There must be penitence for lack of love.  Thus, we prepare for Communion with self-examination, fasting, prayer, repentance and forgiveness.


	The most wonderful thing about man is that he was created to contain God.  This is the miracle of miracles!  Each one of us was made to be a temple of God, a golden chalice, a tabernacle of God's presence.  The infinitely great God Who revealed Himself in Jesus as the great God of love waits to take up residence in us.  He stands at the door of our soul and knocks until we hear His voice and His knock to open and let Him come in to sup with us in the heavenly banquet.  He will not rest until He has invaded our heart and made it His throne.  If we allow Him to enter regularly through the Eucharist, He will transubstantiate and change our lives into the beautiful life of Jesus.  "I live, yet not I, but Christ lives in me" (Gal. 2:20).





� Taken from the book, “Introducing the Orthodox Church” by Fr. Anthony M. Coniaris, Light and Life Publishing, 1982. -A classic introduction to the Orthodox Faith.








