THEOLOGY AND POPULAR PIETY

By His Eminence Archbishop Stylianos of Australia

The late Nikos G. Pentzikis, invited by our Archdiocese to Australia in 1980, boldly commenced one of his lectures in Sydney with the unforgettable phrase:

“All the thinking has wasted me away!”

It was immediately apparent that the majority of the large audience was shocked. There was an almost tangible feeling in the air of general, even if unspoken, awkwardness.

Given the reputation of the speaker as a great painter and man of letters, as well as a courageous defender of Orthodoxy in the modern world, the audience must have been expecting ‘grand’ formulations of wisdom. Or at least an indirect assurance that he was about to ‘equip’ them with neatly ‘packaged’ parcels of knowledge. Yet nothing could have been more alien and unacceptable for N.G. Pentzikis, who was always uncompromising with regard to ‘established’ certainties of a rhetorical nature.

Right from the outset, the writer assumed the responsibility of acting as intermediary, in the hope that, during the ensuing discussion, he might ‘familiarize’ the local Greek Australian audience with the vast world of the Byzantine Pentzikis. He dutifully proceeded to put things in their organic order, emphasizing that one needs much humility and unbiased (i.e. free!) openness to both God and the world, in order to make such a confessional statement publicly: about the decay of the body on the one hand, and the unceasing vigilance of the mind on the other. 

As could be expected, and as was apparent throughout the remainder of our stimulating guest’s address – while reverently supporting himself upon the monastic walking stick given to him by his Athonite friend Elder Paisios – the entire audience, who had listened until his last word, was obviously moved. Except for one solicitor of our community, always known on account of his habit of speaking up at every public discussion (demanding supposedly more clarification or further information on ‘unclear viewpoints’), who was bold enough to showily state that he “did not understand anything” of what was said concerning Mount Athos and its legendary “spirituality”. 

Without losing his composure and enchanting approach, the tireless ‘story-teller’ of Orthodoxy gave the come-back:

“You don’t understand your wife either, but you still love her!”

With this reply grounded in reality, the elder Pentzikis killed two birds with one stone: on the one hand, he tenderly disarmed the lawyer (not unlike the lawyer of the Gospel!) who was a victim of his own narrow-minded sense of knowing everything. On the other hand, he interpreted, for those ‘who have ears to hear’, the phrase he spoke in his introduction, which has already been quoted and seems, at first glance, to be unintelligible.

We underline that the ‘redeeming’ reply to the lawyer’s cheeky rationalism was given not through empty rhetoric and vain sophistry. It was given ‘through the things themselves’! Was it not in any case the great Teacher of Orthodoxy and Archbishop of Thessaloniki, St Gregory Palamas, who defined the Church’s authentic theology from as early as the 14th century as a struggle ‘concerning the things themselves, not their names’?

Is it not wondrous that the most representative child of Byzantine Thessaloniki – as N.G.. Pentzikis has widely been recognized – spoke, wrote and painted ‘through things themselves’! Just as the greatest Archbishop of Thessaloniki Gregory Palamas had taught axiomatically throughout his life.

As we shall illustrate below, this is the characteristically orthodox manner in which each member of the Church – whether ordained or lay – responsibly lives out the fundamental truths of the Christian faith, with absolute confidence in the ‘common Tradition’. In other words, one lives the truths of the Christian life unpretentiously and spontaneously. Not only in the place and time of formal worship in church, but mainly during the daily toil outdoors, as well as in the more secular spaces of work and recreation. 

However, to live the truths of your traditional faith ‘through the things themselves’, i.e. with all the ‘resistance’ encountered in daily life, is an unfair struggle, and one that is often very lonely. Yet, you undergo it, in the knowledge that you are being strengthened not only invisibly by God, but also by the host of Orthodox brothers and sisters in Christ, both ‘living’ and ‘departed’. 

In essence, the method briefly described above is the firm substratum of ‘popular spirituality’ which guarantees the spiritual peace and fortitude of the faithful, in light of the various unforeseeable occurrences of their personal adventure in the present world.

From this mystical heritage, we see that it is never permissible in Orthodoxy to undervalue (as supposedly secondary to official theology) the inexhaustible source known as the “equipping of the saints” (Eph. 4:12), which is the popular spirituality nourished by the ‘unseen’ faithful.

Was this not on many occasions the ‘collective expression’ of the illumination of the Holy Spirit during the most critical times faced by Church theology, when doctrinal ‘precision’ and ‘fullness’ were threatened by powerful institutional forces (including bishops and other officers holding heretical views)? These threats were met with the peaceful struggles of simple Monks or ‘uneducated’ Women in the family environment. How else did Orthodoxy survive in the countries of atheistic communism in the former Soviet bloc?

It is highly characteristic that people of literature and the arts possessing multifaceted spiritual refinement (as for example the late Yannis Tsarouchis or Zisimos Lorentzatos who recently passed away) eventually found that they were more ‘at home’ in the warmer wholeness of the embrace of Orthodox ‘popular spirituality’, even after they had wandered through the most ‘avant-garde’ cultural trends of the subversive 20th century.

However the one person who in theory and practice embodied, in the most radical way, devotion to the ‘popular spirituality’ of the Orthodox Church was the late Nikos G. Pentzikis. This is precisely why we chose to single out that ‘bravest confessor’ of the Byzantine tradition, in an effort to present the unshakeable ‘constants’ of our spiritual life, in the midst of the unrelenting ‘progressiveness’ of the modern world.

In the next issue, we will attempt to comment on several characteristic instances during which the late N. Pentzikis expressed unconditional admiration for our popular piety, making himself in the process a focal point of controversy, if not of ridicule.

It was obvious that he ‘shocked’ and ‘annoyed’ not only certain of his contemporary rationalists of little faith, but also even those considered to be most devout Athonites (Abbots and monks) and, most of all, those bishops or professional theologians who are unbearably stuffy formalists and ‘judges of all’.

To gain a fair and accurate understanding of the value of ‘popular piety’, which is not always easily distinguishable from the ‘official theology’ of the Church, it may be useful to make some observations of a more general kind. These observations become rather more imperative due to the fact that they are based on some basic and well-known data, which are nevertheless overlooked sometimes, as if they escaped our attention.

The significance of the observations is augmented also on account of the dangers which often arise from the exceptionally sensitive psyche of people from the East, and especially the Mediterranean. The result of this psyche is that the most reverent people are many times mistaken as being ‘light in the head’, spiritually imbalanced or even a touch fond of ‘make-believe’!

We therefore recall the very well-known data, with the aid of some indirect commentary:

1) That the foundations of the Church’s ‘official theology’ are given from the outset in (a) the Holy Scriptures (Old and New Testament), (b) the works of the Holy Fathers and (c) the Decrees and Canons of the of the Synods (Ecumenical and Regional).

Understandably, not everyone is in a position to appreciate directly that vast spiritual treasure, if they are unfamiliar with the style of language and meaning contained in the sacred texts. In other words, it would be virtually utopian to expect the average member of the Church to be able to follow unaided the ‘unseen’ cohesion of a sacred ‘multifaceted reality’ which theology itself treats with great awe, naming it the ‘plan of divine Economy’. These specialized fields of theological writings are at any rate difficult for university graduates to follow, let alone others who have received less formal education.

2) That, precisely because of the above ‘technical’ difficulties involved in having all faithful grasp the full meaning of the sacred texts, the Church very early on arranged to provide a brief, clear but also very accurate summary of its teaching, through the 12 Articles of the Creed (formulated in the Ecumenical Synods of Nicaea in 325 and Constantinople in 381). This spiritual ‘banner’ of the faithful is officially read aloud as a confession distinguishing the faithful from the non-faithful, both during the Baptismal Service and the Divine Liturgy.

We can therefore state, based on the Creed, that all texts used in divine worship are an ‘analysis’ of the doctrines and teachings of Holy Scripture and of the Tradition of the Fathers, which means a first attempt to convey the official Theology of the Church in lay terms.

3) That, as all faithful are aware, the collections of the ‘Lives of Saints’ and the ‘customs of the people’ are intertwined with the worship and daily life of the faithful on a local level – thereby expressing in great detail the ‘mentality’ and particular features of each people and place – and are, further, a more ‘digestible’ conveyor of the Church’s teachings to the host of faithful. 

It would of course be superfluous to recall how Orthodoxy has characteristically evaluated and respected this ancestral ‘dowry’, together with the language of each people, thereby sanctifying even pre-christian customs and incorporating them into an invaluable sacred ‘palimpsest’, provided that the spirit and message of the Christian Gospel is not compromised. 

Following the above concise ‘charting’, so to speak, of the journey made by the ‘seminal’ data of divine Revelation until they develop into daily ‘embodiments’ of Faith in the true God, we can now appreciate more fully and authentically the various cases and experiences of ‘popular piety’. 

To be certain, these cases do not include the psychosis of ‘self-suggestion’, nor mental derangement and other general phenomena of psychopathology (delusion, hallucination etc.). They are rather sacred ‘proceedings’ and ‘revelatory’ events which we could approximately name – without being impious – as ‘lesser theophanies’ (in the sense of the ‘greater’ and ‘lesser’ Prophets!). We can now turn to a selection of instances of ‘popular piety’ as encountered by the late N.G. Pentzikis.

Firstly, we should mention that if these examples of piety were not in fact a kind of ‘lesser theophany’, they would not possess the power to enlighten or move or console  people of high intelligence and spiritual refinement, as well as those who are simply naïve, to an equal degree.

The author is obliged to state categorically that he had never met another Orthodox person – whether Clergyman, monastic or lay member of the Church – like N.G. Pentzikis who would narrate stories, legends, visions, dreams, sayings, customs and a host of other things with the awe of a prayerful person as well as the intense tears of a small child.

And the source of all these inestimable gifts of the Tradition of our people was not only the ‘Lives of Saints’ or the ‘Sayings of the Desert Fathers’, but also the personal accounts of monks known to him, or of other struggling lay people, whether men, women or children.

Here, then, are several examples, just as he used to recount them:

· A young woman lost her poor husband (who was a cobbler) in a regional town of Macedonia during the harsh years of the Bulgarian, and then German-Italian, invasion. His sudden death left her with three young orphaned children. When she prepared them for school every morning, she would always see the holes in the children’s shoes, but she had nowhere to turn for help. The mother would go to rest at night exhausted, yet would often see her husband and protector of the family come in her sleep, and change the soles of their children’s worn out shoes. 

This was the only form of consolation for the orphaned family. She was strengthened so as not to lose her mind. Her faith was not lost, through the firm assurance now that, even though the departed ‘leave’, they do not ‘disappear’ forever, nor are they ‘inactive’, but instead ‘communicate’ with those they have left behind. In this way, the poor widow had a direct experience that life does not end here, as those “who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13) believe.

· Another plain woman became a victim of rape by an unknown shepherd when she was alone in the fields. He escaped quickly into the mountains from where he came, and she dared tell no one of her misfortune. However, when she saw that her pregnancy was increasingly noticeable, she cried ceaselessly, but did not wish to abort the child through means suggested by certain older women of the village, who knew how helpless the hapless victim was. Another solution – they would say – was to report the culprit, even without a known identity, to the authorities so that they might search and apprehend him. But she did not believe that this was right either. Firstly, because she did not wish to have more bitter experiences and humiliation in the region. Secondly, because she believed that, instead of finding a solution and the culprit, it was more likely that innocent people would become upset, slandered and perhaps even suffer injustice through such a course of action. 

With these concerns on her mind, she fell asleep one night. It was then that she    dreamt that someone was guiding her through an endless field of striking and fragrant flowers. The guide was not a human being, but the Archangel Gabriel. Awestruck, she managed to ask at some point: “And who is all this for?”. “It is for your prudence!”, replied the Archangel. “Oh, the little darling will be so happy!”, said the good-hearted woman. Her best friend in the village was called Prudence! Humbled as she was by her entire experience, she could not possibly have imagined herself possessing the slightest trace of ‘prudence’ that would be deserving of an ‘award’ from God. Instead, she believed her friend deserved such favour.

N.G. Pentzikis told this story at an official Conference of Chancellors and Academics (held in the 1980s) on the theme: How will Humanities and Classical Studies be saved in the country that gave birth to them! Towards the end of proceedings, the observers – including Pentzikis – were invited to express their opinion about such a vital topic of our difficult times. He neither hesitated nor declined to do so, in spite of the initial perplexity he always felt before the wiles of secular ‘leaders’. He briefly narrated the above story, which he had experienced first hand, and as he came down from the podium in tears, he called out with a loud voice:

“Humanities and Classics will be saved

when Chancellors and Academics,

and all of us,

permit ourselves to be taught by

that humble and utterly devastated woman”!

· The third type of example does not come from the area of ‘dreams’, without this signifying that ‘sleep occurrences’ cease to be a respectable source and ‘pre-announcement’ (as was often the case in the Old Testament) of the unsearchable will of God.

 Here, then, we shall refer to the ‘teachings’ which his beloved Grandmother tried to inspire in him during his childhood years, through everyday gestures. It seems that there was an ‘instinctive’ orientation towards the ‘mythical depth’ of things, without at all taking attention away from the ‘concrete’ and specific – no matter how ‘insignificant’ this may have seemed – and so he listened to and absorbed everything spoken by his Grandmother, without raising any question or ‘resistance’. This was at any rate his stance towards the Athonite monks, right until the end of his life, from the moment he decisively ‘surrendered’ to what was for him the final and closest ‘refuge’, the ‘Holy Mountain’, having the Holy Mother of God as the ultimate ‘Consolation’ amidst the ‘inconsolable’ world of fallen man.

He also regarded the worn out and torn rag subsequently – as a Painter and Writer of prose – with unreserved respect, and so discerned in any form of ‘rags’ or ‘ruins’ a mystical cry of ‘SOS’, as a final invocation of ‘reconnection’ and salvation. That is how he would later interpret the words of his Grandmother while ‘changing’ him after his bath:

“Christ and the Holy Mother are changing

and my little Nicholas is wearing their used clothes!”

In another instance, she would not even throw his nail cuttings into the rubbish. She would instead thrust them into his chest, so that, as she would say “his body would not be found mutilated during the Resurrection of the dead”!

Although we may find such a custom of the Grandmother ‘repulsive’ today, it was for the Aesthetics of Pentzikis (who revered the ‘bodily’ form of all flora and fauna) the most ‘real’ expression of the Faith of the Orthodox in the resurrection of the body, as described by the Apostle Paul (cf. 1 Cor. 15:44).

On account of all these astounding forms of N.G. Pentzikis’ spiritual sensitivity towards customs of our people’s piety, we “loved him fervently from the heart” (cf. 1 Pet. 1:22). Especially those of our theological generation, who have tried with unfeigned love and gratitude to ‘present’ him, to the best of our ability, to ever broader circles of Clergy and lay people, both in Greece and abroad.

May his memory be eternal for the edification of all!
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