
THE EXTRAORDINARY NATIONAL CONFERENCE 

“WOMAN OF THE CHURCH”

By His Eminence Archbishop Stylianos of Australia

In the preface of the pocket-sized Yearbook of our Archdiocese for 2005, we had made the timely announcement that, upon the completion of 30 years service as Primate of the Greek Orthodox Church in Australia this year - rather than any other anniversary celebration - it was deemed worthy and imperative to officially recognize and honour, for once at last, the work accomplished in the past which continues so silently and unselfishly by the Women of the Church. And this work is not restricted to their own families, but is extended with overwhelming self-denial to the manifold programmes of our Archdiocese, primarily through Philoptochos Ladies’ Auxiliaries, but also through the Sunday Catachetic Schools and the broader educational mission of Greek Orthodox schooling and development.

With His Grace Bishop Seraphim of Apollonias as Chairman of the Organizing Committee, an extraordinary Conference was convened in Sydney on the general theme “The Women of the Church”, attended by all our Parishes- Communities across Australia through the representation of Presvyteres and Deaconesses, representatives of Philoptochos Ladies’ Auxiliaries, teachers and catechists, to hear just praise from the mouth of their appreciative Primate and to receive from him the anniversary medallion produced for the occasion. At the Divine Liturgy Service conducted on Sunday 23rd January 2005, at the Cathedral of The Annunciation, concelebrating with His Eminence were the Archbishop’s Assistants, His Grace Bishop Ezekiel of Derbe (from Melbourne), His Grace Bishop Seraphim of Apollonias (from Sydney) and His Grace Bishop Nikandros of Doryleon (from Adelaide), conjoined by the presence and the prayers of a host of dignitaries and faithful.

Present also at the Doxology for the Official Opening of the Conference on the evening of the same day were the Priests who came from every State to share in the joy of the honour being bestowed upon their Presvyteres and dedicated co-workers. Characteristically distinctive and symbolic was the presence of three eminent women: 

a) Her Excellency, Professor Marie Bashir AC, Governor of New South Wales, (escorted by her husband Sir Nicholas Shehadie AC, OBE), 

b) Mrs Alexandra Mitsotaki-Gourdain (Representative of Action Aid Hellas), 

c) The distinguished scholar and Roman Catholic Sister Dr Vivienne Keely who, following the morning liturgical Concelebration, launched the bilingual anthology of poems titled “Mother - A Moving Reflection of God” (especially published for the occasion by the Australian Theological Forum). From the relevant speeches reproduced wholly in the current edition of our newspaper, the attentive readers cannot but appreciate the diverse “messages” which our Archdiocese desired to send to all sectors of our Greek Australian community, but even further, to the immediate and broader multicultural public of Australia by convening this extraordinary conference on “Women of the Church”.
Nonetheless, it would not be superfluous - but rather helpful to our readers - if the writer were to summarize the messages of our Conference, as follows: 

1. Since the word of Christ is valid, that in the “reward” of His impartial justice “the last shall be first and the first shall be last” (Math. 19:30), every rudimentarily sensitive Prelate is obliged to remind his flock, at least during particular official moments of “accountability”, concerning his respect for the “primacy” of the humble and “last” in the various ministries of the Church. Who could deny that, even today, women continue to be, in all areas of human societies, the “non-privileged”?

As Primate, the writer wanted this moral priority to be remembered and honoured, relinquishing any formal honour towards his own person upon completing 30 years of pastoral service, in favour of “the Women of the Church”. In any case, it is a matter of fundamental justice that one should officially say “thank you” to the women who voluntarily and unmurmuringly offer everything to the Church, without the slightest recompense, whilst the Primate, or any other ordained Clergyman, receives his remuneration and continuous expressions of respect from the entire people of God.

2. In order that this uncommon Conference in honour of the Women of the Church not be mischievously misinterpreted perhaps as a hypocritical pious pretense or simply a “rhetorical” gesture to impress, every effort was made so that the structure and conduct of the Conference might authentically reflect above all the Mother of God Besides the Primate himself who was obliged - as the first beneficiary of the work performed by these “Lambs” of the Church - to “declare” to them due thanks on behalf of Clergy and people, all the talks were given, without exception, by women:

* Firstly, the Governor of NSW who declared open the proceedings of the Conference.

* The officially invited representative of Action Aid Hellas who with an almost missionary zeal is consumed with assisting children of the so-called Third World.

* More importantly, the fact that embossed on the official commemorative medallion was the figure of the ‘Theotokos’ Mother of God, and indeed in the characteristic form of the Aboriginal Madonna, used with kind permission from the original that was crafted in Darwin so magnificently by M. Karel Kupka.

* The additional fact that we depicted the same indigenous rendering of the Theotokos on the front cover of the bilingual Anthology of poems “Mother - A Moving Reflection of God”. However, it must especially be stressed that in this small book of poems which is “embellished” by a characteristic variety of images from the South, the unique and “climactically” revealed sacredness of the “motherly phenomenon” is highlighted through all the elements of nature, as it commences with the ethereal cloud of “pregnancy”, continues with the stone forms of the “Three Sisters” found in the awesome bushland of Katoomba, then moves to the perfectly bloomed tropical tree, and in continuation branches out to all the forms of the animal world, concluding with modern human Mothers – already reposing in the next world - with the Mother of our Lord herself being the climax.

3. Through such a public expression of gratitude and honour to the “Women of the Church”, and to their work offered day and night to the Church with unique modesty and unselfishness, who would dare accuse the Orthodox Church of not assigning to “Woman” an essential position in the life of the historic Church? Out of faithfulness alone to the God-given structure of Ecclesiology, it was not possible to attempt what has been attempted already - just at the end of the 20th century! - by various Protestant churches with the strange ‘ordination’ of women, even as “Bishops”!

Orthodoxy, however, acquainted with the order of Deaconesses, exalts every woman through the “All Holy Mother of our Lord” in her divinely assigned position, since in Christ “there is neither male nor female” (Gal. 3:28).

Rather than add any further comment, especially regarding the personal admiration of the writer for the incomparable superiority of Woman, let the reader refer to his poem “Magnificat” with which he concluded his opening address to the Conference.
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