
W H AT IS AN
EASTERN

CATH O LIC
CH URCH ?

Th e  Ch ristian Ch urch  w as born in
th e  H oly Land, w h at w e  call th e  Middle  East
today.  As  it spre ad, th e  Ch urch  took  on th e
w ays  of th e  nations  th at acce pte d it.  In th is
country, m ost Ch ristian ch urch e s  are
‘w e ste rn’ be caus e  th e ir roots  are  in w e ste rn
Europe , and th e ir w ays  re fle ct th e  culture  of
th e  Ge rm an, Iris h , or Italian im m igrants
w h o founde d th e m .

Som e  Am e rican ch urch e s , including
ours , w e re  starte d by pe ople  from  Easte rn
Europe  of th e  Middle  East.  Th e y still k e e p
th e  w ays  of th e  H oly Land (Je rusale m ,
w h e re  Ch rist founde d H is  Ch urch ); Antioch ,
w h e re  th e  nam e  Ch ristian w as  first us e d;
D am ascus , w h e re  Saint Paul w as
conve rte d), and th e ir daugh te r Ch urch e s  in
Easte rn Europe .  Be caus e  our w ays  re fle ct
th is  Easte rn culture , w e  are  calle d ‘Easte rn’
Ch urch e s .

At th e  tim e  of th e  e arly Ch urch , th e re
w e re  s e ve ral rich  culture s  in th e  Middle  East
and e ach  of th e m  h as  give n ris e  to a
diffe re nt ch urch  tradition.  Th e  traditions  of
th is  ch urch  re fle ct th e  Gre e k  or Byzantine
culture , and so w e  are  calle d Gre e k
Cath olics  or Byzantine  Cath olics (from
Byzantium , th e  ancie nt nam e  for
Constantinople , today k now n as  Istanbul).

Gre e k  Cath olics  in th e  Middle  East
w e re  also nick nam e d ‘Me lk ite ’ be caus e
th e y follow e d th e  faith  of th e  Byzantine
e m pe ror, or m e le k .  In addition, m any
Gre e k  Cath olic Ch urch e s  are  ide ntifie d by
th e ir national origin, such  as  H ungarian,
Rom anian, Ruth e nian, or Uk ranian.

W H AT IS D ISTINCTIVE ABO UT
O UR TRAD ITIO N?

As  Easte rn Cath olics , w e  h ave  a
particular style  of Ch ristian living all our
ow n.  W e  e spe cially stre s s :

-- a be lie f in our call to be  divinize d;
-- union w ith  God th rough  th e  H oly

Myste rie s;
-- a ‘public’ life  of w ors h ip, fe llow s h ip,

s e rvice ;
-- a ‘se cre t’ life  of praye r, fasting, and

s h aring;
-- and th e  ne e d for ‘spiritual w arfare ’

O ur m ost im port be lie f is  th at w e  are
calle d “to be com e  partak e rs  of th e  divine
nature ” (2 Pe te r 1,4), not just to be  ‘save d’
from  s in.  W e  s e e  ours e lve s  as  invite d to
live  th e  ve ry life  of God, to be com e
intim ate ly re late d to God, to be  ph ys ically
unite d to Ch rist and to h ave  th e  H oly Spirit
dw e ll w ith in us!  Th e  Ch urch  Fath e rs  saw
th is  as  th e  re ason for Ch rist’s com ing: “God
be cam e  m an so th at m an m igh t be com e
God” (St. Ath anas ius , O n th e  Incarnation of
th e  W ord, 54, 3; PG 25, 19 2).

Th is  re lations h ip be gins  w h e n w e
re ce ive  th e  H oly Myste rie s  (w h at w e ste rn
Ch urch e s  call sacram e nts).  In Baptism , w e
are  m ade  one  w ith  Ch rist as  w e  re e nact H is
burial and re surre ction.  Th is  re living tak e s
place  w h e n w e  are  burie d (im m e rs e d) into
th e  w ate r and are  rais e d from  it.  W e
im m e diate ly re ce ive  th e  gift of th e  H oly
Spirit, “th e  first of God’s gifts” (Rom ans
8,23) in Ch rism ation (Confirm ation).  In



re ce iving th e  Euch arist, w e  re cognize  th at
our m oral bodie s  are  unite d to th e  Body
and Blood of Ch rist as  a tok e n of th e  life  to
com e , w h e n th e y s h all be  unite d to H im  in
glory fore ve r.   Th us , w e  s e e  th e s e
Myste rie s , not m e re ly as pious de votions ,
but as  e ncounte rs  w ith  God, actually
producing th e  e ffe cts  th e y sym bolize .

As  m e m be rs  of God’s fam ily, w e
be long to one  anoth e r, and so w e  live  an
active  com m unity life  as  Ch urch .  Most
im portantly, w e  join one  anoth e r to w ors h ip
in Ch rist.  O ur style  of w ors h ip in th e
Easte rn Ch urch e s  re fle cts th e  pre s e nce  of
th e  ris e n Ch rist am ong us  in glory and joy.
All th e  s e ns e s  tak e  part in our w ors h ip to
e xpre s s  th is  glory.  W e  s e e  icons , ve stm e nts ,
candle s; w e  sm e ll ince ns e  and pe rfum e s;
w e  h e ar continuous  s inging; w e  taste
ble s s e d foods  and us e  ph ys ical ge sture s
such  as bow ing, prostrating, and cros s ing
ours e lve s  to e xpre s s  our w onde r at th e  glory
of God.

Anoth e r im portant aspe ct of our
com m unity life  is  our joy in e ach  oth e r’s
com pany, e xpre s s e d in fre q ue nt m e als and
social tim e s  w e  s h are .  Finally, w e  ope n
ours e lve s  to support one  anoth e r in th e
trials of daily life .  In th is  w ay th e  unity w e
ce le brate  at th e  Euch arist is  live d out day by
day.

Be s ide s  th is public Ch ristian life , th e
Easte rn Ch urch e s  also stre s s  a pe rsonal
spiritual life  ‘in s e cre t, so th at your Fath e r,
w h o s e e s  all in s e cre t, w ill re w ard you’
(Matth e w  6,6).  Ch ie f of th e s e  is pe rsonal

praye r in th e  s ile nce  of our ow n h e arts ,
w h e re  w e  can spe ak  h one stly w ith  God.
Th us  one  of th e  m ost popular praye rs  in th e
Ch ristian East is  th e  so-calle d Je sus Praye r,
w h ich  sum s up our ne e d for God’s live :
“Lord Je sus Ch rist, Son of God, h ave  m e rcy
on m e , a (poor) s inne r.”

In addition, Easte rn Cath olics are
calle d to fast and to s h are  th e ir goods  in
s e cre t as  Je sus com m ande d  (Matth e w  6, 1-
8). By re fus ing to gratify ours e lve s  e ndle s sly
w h e ne ve r w e  w ant, w e  re fle ct our ne e d to
continue  our conve rs ion day by day.

Th ough  w e  are  calle d to be
divinize d, w e  re alize  th at th is proce s s  is
long: “Th e  gate  is  narrow  and th e  w ay is
h ard th at le ads  to life ” (Matth e w  7,14).  Th is
m ost difficult obstacle  to our grow th  is  th e
w e ak ne s s  and brok e nne s s  of our
pe rsonalitie s .  Th is  is  w h y th e  Easte rn
Ch urch e s  call on th e ir m e m be rs  to e ngage
in a Spiritual W arfare  in th e  are na of th e ir
h e arts , le arning to subje ct th e ir w e ak ne s s  to
th e  divinizing pow e r of th e  H oly Spirit
w ork ing w ith in th e m .

Easte rn Cath olics are  urge d to
conduct th is  w arfare  w ith  th e  h e lp of a
spiritual guide .  Spiritual couns e ling, th e n,
is  not som e th ing just for th os e  w ith
proble m s , but for all of us  w h o s e e k  to grow
in our re lations h ip w ith  God.

All th e s e  be lie fs  and practice s date
from  th e  e arlie st of days  of Ch ristianity in
th e  H oly Land.  By continuing to obse rve
th e m , w e  m aintain a living conne ction w ith

th e  e arly Ch urch .  W e  ch e ris h  our Tradition
as  a continuous  stre am  flow ing from  th e  first
Ch ristians  to us unde r th e  guidance  of th e
H oly Spirit.
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