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VIII. Democracy and Pluralism in the Church 

 

HIGHLIGHTS: 

� More than two-thirds of GOA and OCA members prefer parishes that require uniformity of belief and 

practice and where people hold the same views. Only one in four respondents favor parishes that tolerate 

diversity of beliefs and practices and where members discuss openly their views on Church life; 

� A hardly dominant majority (51%) of GOA laity support an idea that “The Orthodox Church needs to 

move faster in empowering lay persons in ministry,” but only 38% of OCA parish members agreed with 

this statement; 

� Absolute majority of GOA and OCA members feel that they and their parish priests should have more 

impact on selection of diocesan bishops; 

� Almost half of GOA and OCA members are not happy with the current practice of appointment parish 

clergy by the bishops, and would introduce instead the process of selection of the priests by 

parishioners;  

� Parishioners older than 65 are most likely and church members younger than 45 are least likely to 

support idea that the lay members should have more power in the Orthodox Church either by holding 

leadership positions in various Church ministries or by having significant impact on selection of priests 

and bishops; 

� At the same time, compared to senior parishioners, the younger Church members are stronger believers 

that lay people have the right to question different Church rules both nationally and locally; 

� Both in GOA and in OCA, the proportion of parishioners who wish to select their pastors is much larger 

than the proportion of clergy who would allow their parish members to pick and choose the parish 

priests. 

 

The notions of “democracy” and “pluralism” may seem incompatible with the general image of Orthodoxy. 

Indeed, the administrative structure of the Orthodox Church is highly centralized. Church hierarchs (bishops) 

are accorded high level of unconditional authority, the laity have relatively “little say” in the decision making, 

in many respects, Church life is organized according to “indisputable” traditions and rules. The question which 

needs to be answered is: “What do American Orthodox laity think about various issues pertinent to the broad 

subject of ‘democracy and pluralism in the Church’?” 
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First, we examined opinions of GOA and OCA members about diversity in attitudes to Church life in their 

home parishes. We wanted to know whether our respondents prefer the parishes where all members are 

expected to hold the same views and to follow the same practices, or do they favor parishes which tolerate 

diversity in opinions and which encourage open discussions on the possible disagreements and varied 

approaches to Church life. Our survey asked: “Which type of parish do you prefer?” The respondents were 

given three options to respond: “A parish that requires uniformity of belief and practice, where people hold 

more or less the same views,” “A parish where people hold different views but keep them to themselves,” and 

“A ‘big-tent’ parish that tolerates diversity of beliefs and practices, where people hold different views and 

openly discuss their disagreements and varied approaches.”  See Tab. 25.   

 
Tab. 25 Pluralism in a Parish:  “Which type of parish do you prefer?” (%) 
 

 GOA, % OCA, % Total, % 

A parish that requires uniformity of belief and practice, where people 
hold more or less the same views 

69 67 68 

A parish where people hold different views but keep them to themselves 4 8 6 

A “big-tent” parish that tolerates diversity of belief and practice, where 
people hold different views and openly discuss their disagreements and 
varied approaches 

27 25 26 

 

Clearly, more than two thirds of both GOA and OCA members prefer to be in parishes that require uniformity 

of belief and practice and where people hold the same views. Only one in four respondents favor parishes that 

tolerate diversity of beliefs and practices where members discuss openly their different views on Church life. 

Remarkably, there was little difference in responses to this question between younger and older parishioners, 

between cradle Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy and between persons with various level of education. 

 

Yet, there was significant disagreement in opinions about “pluralism in a local parish” among parishioners who 

defined their personal theological position and approach to Church life as “conservative,” “traditional,” 

“moderate” and “liberal.” See Tab. 26.  

Tab. 26. Pluralism in a Parish: “Which type of parish do you prefer?” (%) 

 
“Conservative” 
respondents, % 

“Traditional” 
respondents, % 

“Moderate” and 
“Liberal” 

respondents, % 

Total, 
% 

A parish that requires uniformity of belief and 
practice, where people hold more or less the 
same views 

88 72 47 68 

A parish where people hold different views 
but keep them to themselves 

4 6 8 6 

A “big-tent” parish that tolerates diversity of 
beliefs and practices, where people hold 
different views and openly discuss their 
disagreements and varied approaches 

8 22 45 26 
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Almost nine in ten (88%) of “conservative” Church members think that parishes should require uniformity of 

belief and practice among all parish members, but less than half (47%) of “moderate” and “liberal” respondents 

share this view. On the contrary, almost half (45%) of “moderate” and “liberal” parishioners welcome diversity 

in opinions, belief and practice among their fellow parish members in comparison with only 8% in the case of 

“conservative” respondents. 

 

One should note, however, that even among “moderate” and “liberal” Church members, there are more 

respondents who voice uniformity in their home parishes (47%) than those who favor “big-tent” parishes with 

members holding different views on the Church life (45%). Also more research is needed to determine precisely 

particular areas where “uniformity” is more desired by parishioners. For example, theoretically, there is 

uniformity in belief among all Orthodox Christians, but this study has revealed wide variety in practice within 

the Church.  

 

We conclude that in an overall picture by far dominant majority of American Orthodox laity prefer parishes that 

encourage uniformity of belief and practice among members and do not support pluralism in opinions and 

approaches to Church life among their members.   

 

We offered our respondents six statements exploring their opinions on the various aspects of the subject 

“Democracy and Pluralism in the Church”. Fig. 53 shows the proportion of OCA and GOA laity who agreed, 

either strongly or somewhat, with these statements. 
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Fig.53 Attitudes of GOA and OCA Laity to the Issue of “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church:”  

% of GOA and OCA parishioners who AGREED (“agreed strongly” and “rather agreed”) with the 
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We noted earlier that (unlike most other American Christian denominations) in the Orthodox Church, laity have 

relatively “little say” in comparison with clergy. Similarly, the idea of sharing in ministry between clergy and 

laity is new to American Orthodoxy. Further, at this point, there is no established practice of professional lay 

ministers in American Orthodox Churches. Do parishioners think that this situation should be changed and that 

they should be given more power in leading various Church ministries?   
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Fig. 53 shows that GOA and OCA members have different opinions on this matter. Indeed, majority (51%) of 

GOA laity support an idea of more proactive involvement of people in pew in the Church life, but only 38% of 

OCA parish members agreed with the statement “The Orthodox Church needs to move faster in empowering lay 

persons in ministry.”  

 

This difference between GOA and OCA members in their attitudes to the laity involvement in various Church 

ministries is consistent with the finding discussed in chapter 6: that is, compared to OCA parishioners, 

significantly more GOA laity feel that the time has come to discuss openly the matter of “Sharing ministry with 

laity.” We also noted earlier, that the most likely explanation for this pattern is the fact that GOA members 

traditionally have more administrative power in their parishes than OCA parishioners. Therefore, the idea of 

laity sharing in ministry (that is, getting more involved as leaders in worship and sacramental life) can be also 

more accepted in GOA than in OCA. 

 

While GOA and OCA parishioners have different opinions laity’s greater sharing in ministry, they show 

remarkably similar approaches to the other five statements about Democracy and Pluralism in the Church.  

 

A dominant majority of GOA (57%) and OCA (56%) church members feel that “it would be a good idea if 

Orthodox clergy and laity were more involved in the selection of bishops.” Today, this procedure (selection of 

bishops) varies from one American Orthodox church to the other. In the GOA, a list of three candidates for an 

open diocesan seat is composed by the Synod of Bishops of the American Archdiocese. This list is submitted to 

the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople (Istanbul). The Synod of Bishops in Istanbul elects one of the three 

proposed candidates (what usually happens) or it can also suggest a different name. In the OCA, the process of 

consecration and appointment of a bishop is entirely under control of its American based bishops. In both 

jurisdictions, however, neither laity nor parish clergy have much influence on electing the bishops. Hence, the 

survey data tell us that majority of GOA and OCA members feel that they and their parish priests should have 

more impact on selection of diocesan bishops. 

 

The next statement “I think it is a good idea if Orthodox parishes were to choose their own priest from among 

available ordained priests” touches another sensitive issue – the process of selection and appointment of 

candidates for a particular parish. Today, depending on the particular Orthodox jurisdiction and on local 

circumstances, the lay members are to a larger or smaller degree consulted during selection of a parish priest. 

Yet, both practically and legally (by Church canon law), the final authority in this process belongs to the ruling 

diocesan hierarchs (Metropolitans in GOA and Bishops in OCA). Technically speaking, the priests in American 

Orthodox parishes are not selected by members, but appointed by the diocesan hierarchs.  
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Laity responses to the statement “I think it is a good idea if Orthodox parishes were to choose their own priest 

from among available ordained priests” show that nearly half of GOA (47%) and OCA (42%) members are not 

happy with the established Church practice of appointment parish clergy by the bishops, and would introduce 

instead the process of selection of the priests by parishioners.  

 

Further, both in GOA and OCA, the supporters of direct election of parish clergy by parishioners constitute 

relative majority of church members. Indeed, only 27% of GOA and 29% of OCA respondents disagreed with 

the statement “I think it is a good idea if Orthodox parishes were to choose their own priest from among 

available ordained priests,” while remaining 26% of GOA and 29% of OCA parishioners had no definite 

opinion on this subject. See Tab. 27. 

  

Tab. 27 Selection of Parish Priests: “I think it is a good idea if Orthodox parishes were to choose their own 
priest from among available priests.” 

 “Agree” “Disagree” “Neutral or unsure” 

GOA, % 47 27 26 
OCA, % 42 29 29 
Total, % 45 28 27 

 

There are two possible explanations for this finding. First, American religion is “marked” by a strong tradition 

of congregationalism. Perhaps, this has entered Orthodox parish life through the wider cultural experience, 

coupled with historical fact that most parishes were formed by laity who then sought the services of a priest. A 

second possibility is the control of parish life by board of trustees, frequently dominated by business people, 

who bring this mindset to parish life and consider the priest as an employee of the parish. Technically, the 

priest’s salary and benefits are paid by the parish, thus fostering this impression.  

 

Despite the fact that almost half of GOA and OCA members would challenge the particular practice of 

appointment parish clergy by the bishops, a dominant majority of our respondents are of the opinion that, in 

general, church members should obey and follow unquestioningly all the rules and requirements of the 

Orthodox Church: 62% of GOA and 65% of OCA parishioners agreed with the statement “To be truly Orthodox 

Christian, one must accept without question all teachings and requirements of the Orthodox Church.”  

 

Almost half of our respondents (49%) believe that church members should accept without question not only 

general requirements of the Orthodox Church but also particular traditions and patterns of church life in their 

home parishes. Indeed, 50% of OCA and 48% of GOA parishioners agreed that “The Orthodox parish is like a 

family: people shouldn’t even think about leaving with the intent to ‘pick-and-choose’ another parish.”  
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The last statement, “I am willing to tolerate different viewpoints on Church life in my parish even if it spills 

over into conflict sometimes,” touches the issue which was discussed earlier in this chapter: how much 

pluralism and diversity in opinions should be present among members of any given parish. A significant 

proportion (42%) of our respondents agreed with this statement. Yet, we should keep in mind that the fact that 

almost half of respondents are willing tolerate diversity in opinions among their parish members does not mean 

that they actually like to have this diversity in their parishes. As we saw earlier (Tab. 25), only one quarter of 

parishioners favor “big tent” parishes where “people hold different views and openly discuss their 

disagreements and varied approaches.”    

 

We looked at the age differences in the attitudes of Orthodox laity to the subject of “Democracy and Pluralism 

in the Church.” The picture is somewhat puzzling. See Fig. 54 on the next page. 

 

On the one hand, the younger (under 45) respondents showed more “orthodox” approaches to the subject of 

“Democracy and Pluralism in the Church” in a way that they were significantly less likely to agree than the 

middle-aged (45-64) and, especially, older parishioners (older than 65) with the three statements: “The 

Orthodox Church needs to move faster in empowering lay persons in ministry,” “I think it would be a good idea 

if the priests in a diocese were to choose their own bishop,” and “I think it is a good idea if Orthodox parishes 

were to choose their own priest from among available ordained priests.”  All three statements voice the same 

idea that the lay members should have more power in the Orthodox Church either by holding leadership 

positions in various Church ministries or by having significant impact on selection of priests and bishops. Fig. 

54 shows that the older parishioners are most likely and the younger church members are least likely to support 

this idea.  

 

This finding is consistent with what we found earlier. We saw in chapter 4 that parishioners older than 65 tend 

to be stronger supporters of the “servant-leadership” model of priesthood which challenges ultimate authority of 

clergy in the Church, while the younger respondents (under 45) expressed their greater preference for the 

“cultic” model of priesthood. In chapter 5, we also indicated that significantly more parishioners older than 65 

feel “That lay people have little say in decision making in the Church” is a “serious problem” in the Church 

than this is the case among the middle-aged (45-64) and younger (under 45) respondents. Similarly, in chapter 5 

we learned that senior parishioners are more likely to embrace changes in Church life, while the younger 

Church members tend to reject changes in the Church. Hence, no wonder that the older parishioners are also 

much stronger supporters of the idea of greater power of laity in the Church than the younger Church members.  
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Fig.54 Age of Orthodox Laity and their Attitudes to the “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church:”  
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At the same time, compared to older parishioners, younger respondents are less inclined to accept the implicit 

and “voiceless” obedience to Church rules either in general or in their particular local parishes. Indeed, in 

comparison with persons 65 years and older, fewer Church members in the age 45-64 and younger than 45 

agreed with the statements “To be truly Orthodox Christian, one must accept without question all teachings and 

requirements of Orthodox Church” (70%, 66% and 53% respectively), and “The Orthodox parish is like a 

family: people shouldn’t even think about leaving with the intent to ‘pick-and-choose’ another parish” (60%, 

46% and 46%). Put differently, the younger Church members are stronger believers that the lay people have 

right to question different Church rules both nationally and locally. 

 

The survey found that the personal theological stance of the parishioners has the greatest impact on their 

approach to the various issues connected with the subject “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church.” See Fig. 

55 on the next page. 

 

Predictably, in comparison with “conservative” and “traditional” laity, the respondents who defined their 

theological position and approaches to the Church life as “moderate” or “liberal” were much more likely to 

support statements about empowering laity in ministry, electing parish priests, participation of the lay members 

in selection of bishops, and tolerating different viewpoints on Church life in a local parish.  

 

To the contrary, many more “traditional” and “conservative” than “moderate” and “liberal” Church members 

agreed with the statements “To be truly Orthodox Christian, one must accept without question all teachings and 

requirements of Orthodox Church,” and “The Orthodox parish is like a family: people shouldn’t even think 

about leaving with the intent to pick-and-choose another parish.”  
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Fig. 55 Theological Stance of Orthodox Laity and their Attitudes to Democracy and Pluralism in the 

Church: % of parishioners with various theological stance who AGREED (“agreed strongly” and 

“rather agreed”) with the following statements 
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To what extent do the attitudes of Orthodox laity towards “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church” reflect 

those of their parish priests? Do “shepherds” and “flock” have rather similar or rather distinct opinions on this 

subject? The data from the 2006 national study “Evolving Visions of the Orthodox Priesthood in America” 

(Krindatch 2006) help us to respond this question. See Fig. 56. Several observations should be made.  
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Fig. 56 Laity and Clergy Attitudes to the “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church:”  
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On the one hand, one can see that there is one particular subject about which laity and clergy clearly disagree: 

the idea that parish priests should be selected by parishioners. Both in GOA and OCA, the proportion of 

parishioners who wish to select their pastors is much larger than the proportion of clergy who would let parish 

members pick and choose their priests.  
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Indeed, almost half of OCA (42%) and GOA (47%) members agreed with the statement “I think it is a good 

idea if Orthodox parishes were to choose their own priest from among available ordained clergy,” but only 18% 

of GOA and 27% of OCA priests supported this thesis.  

 

Also, compared to their parishioners, both GOA and OCA clergy are stronger supporters of the idea that 

“Orthodox parish is like a family: people shouldn’t even think about leaving with the intent to ‘pick-and-

choose’ another.”  In other words, clergy and “people in the pews” tend to disagree on the issues pertinent to the 

norms of church life in the local parishes.  

 

On the other hand, pastors and lay members equally supported the general statement that “To be truly Orthodox 

Christian, one must accept unquestioningly all teachings and requirements of the Orthodox Church.” 

 

Finally, the picture of similarities and differences in opinions of clergy and laity in the case of two statements – 

“The Orthodox Church needs to move faster in empowering lay persons in ministry” and “I am willing to 

tolerate different viewpoints on the Church life in my parish even if it spills over into conflict sometimes” – is 

somewhat inconsistent.  

 

More than half (51-55%) of GOA and OCA priests as well as of GOA laity think that “The Orthodox Church 

should move faster in empowering lay persons in ministry,” but only 38% of OCA parishioners support this 

statement. We surmised earlier that that the most likely explanation for the difference in opinions about this 

statement between GOA and OCA laity is the fact that GOA members traditionally have more power in their 

parishes than OCA parishioners. Therefore, the idea of laity sharing in ministry is also more accepted among 

GOA than among OCA members. But why are OCA clergy much stronger supporters of empowering laity in 

ministry than OCA lay members? At this point, we do not have an answer to this question.  

 

Similarly, nearly the same proportion (42-45%) of OCA parishioners and OCA priests and GOA laity are 

“willing to tolerate different viewpoints on the Church life in my parish even if it spills over into conflict 

sometimes,” but significantly fewer GOA clergy (32%) supported this statement. Again, this pattern is difficult 

to explain.   
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IX. Religious Particularism, Ecumenical Attitudes and Relation to the Outside Non-

Orthodox Community 

 
HIGHLIGHTS: 

 

� The vast majority of GOA (66%) and OCA (72%) laity have either half or even a majority of their 

personal friends outside of the Orthodox Church; 

� A dominant majority of GOA (83%) and OCA (69%) church members feel confident explaining the 

Orthodox faith to the non-Orthodox people; 

� Among both GOA and OCA members there are very few (7-8%) persons who think that “Only members 

of the Orthodox Church can be saved;” 

� Nine in ten of GOA and OCA parishioners feel that they “cannot imagine being anything but Orthodox.” 

At the same time, for the majority of American Orthodox laity, commonly accepted norms of morality 

and social behavior are more important than their personal religious beliefs and practices; 

� For the cradle Orthodox, common norms of morality and social behavior are relatively more important 

and for the converts to Orthodoxy they are relatively less important in comparison with their personal 

religious beliefs; 

� Today, neither strong promoters nor firm opponents of the ecumenical contacts can claim a majority 

among American Orthodox laity; 

� Although there are many more converts to Orthodoxy among OCA than among GOA members, the 

OCA and GOA parishioners are equally welcoming former Roman Catholic priests and Protestant 

ministers in the ranks of Orthodox clergy;   

� American Orthodox Christians have a much stronger religious identity and sense of religious 

particularism than US Roman Catholics do. 

 

We noted in chapter 6, that the notion of “distinctiveness” and a sense of a community which is ethnically, 

culturally and religiously different from the wider society were fundamental for the earlier generations of 

Orthodox believers in the US. Not as strong as in the past, but to a certain degree, this self-perception of being 

“a part of” and, at the same time, “apart from” the mainstream America remains intact among American 

Orthodox Christians.  

 

In our study, we looked at two broad questions: 

• How do American Orthodox laity relate themselves to the outside non-Orthodox community?  

• How strong is the sense of religious particularism and the notion of being a “Distinct People” among 

Orthodox Christians in the US? What are their approaches to the various forms of ecumenical contacts? 
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First, we wanted to know to what extent the personal (not business) social relations of GOA and OCA 

parishioners are limited to the Orthodox community. We asked our respondents “Do you have close friends 

outside of the Orthodox Church?”  See Tab. 28.  

 
Tab. 28. Social Relations with the Outside non-Orthodox Community: Do you have close friends outside 
of the Orthodox Church? (%) 

 GOA, %  OCA, % Total, % 

Not really, other than business, I have few personal social 
contacts with people who are Non-Orthodox 

4 3 3 

I have some friends who are Non-Orthodox, but most of my 
friends are Orthodox Christians. Basically, I prefer to have friends 
who are also Orthodox Christians 

22 18 20 

I probably have equal numbers of friends who are Orthodox and 
Non-Orthodox  

43 39 41 

Most of my personal friends are not Orthodox Christians 23 33 28 

I don’t care much about the religion of my friends 8 7 8 

 
Both in GOA and OCA, about one quarter of parishioners maintain most of their personal relations inside of the 

“Orthodox domain.” Indeed, 21% of OCA and 26% of GOA members said that either “Other than business, I 

have few personal social contacts with people who are Non-Orthodox” or “I have some friends who are Non-

Orthodox, but most of my friends are Orthodox Christians. Basically, I prefer to have friends who are also 

Orthodox Christians.”  

 

Both in GOA and OCA, the relative majority (39-43%) of church members have equal numbers of friends who 

are Orthodox and Non-Orthodox.  

 

The data in Tab. 28 also tell us that there are significantly more OCA (33%) than GOA (23%) parishioners who 

have most of their personal relations with the not Orthodox persons and who reported that “Most of my personal 

friends are not Orthodox Christians.” We think that this difference between GOA and OCA is due to the much 

higher proportion of converts to Orthodoxy among OCA (51%) than among GOA (28%) members. It is very 

likely that the Orthodox converts who were raised outside the Orthodox community continue to maintain their 

personal relations and friendships with the people whom they met prior to joining the Orthodox Church.   

 

The data in Tab. 29 support this explanation: in comparison with less than one-quarter (24%) among the cradle 

Orthodox respondents, more than one-third (34%) of the converts to Orthodoxy said that “Most of my personal 

friends are not Orthodox Christians.” 

 
 



 125 

Tab. 29. Social Relations with the Outside non-Orthodox Community: Converts and Cradle Orthodox. 
Do you have close friends outside of the Orthodox Church? (%) 

 Cradle 
Orthodox, %  

Converts to 
Orthodoxy, % 

Not really, other than business, I have few personal social 
contacts with people who are Non-Orthodox 

3 4 

I have some friends who are Non-Orthodox, but most of my 
friends are Orthodox Christians. Basically, I prefer to have friends 
who are also Orthodox Christians 

23 16 

I probably have equal numbers of friends who are Orthodox and 
Non-Orthodox  

40 41 

Most of my personal friends are not Orthodox Christians 24 34 

I don’t care much about the religion of my friends 10 5 

 
 
Do younger (under 45 years), middle-aged (45-64) and senior (65 and older) parishioners make the same 

choices as to building their personal relations either within or outside of the Orthodox community? Tab. 30 

shows that there is one obvious distinction between senior parishioners, one the one hand, and the younger and 

middle-aged church members, on the other hand. Much fewer of the older church members (17%) have most of 

their personal relations with the not Orthodox Christians than this is the case among the younger and middle-

aged respondents. 

  

Tab. 30. Social Relations with the Outside non-Orthodox Community: Differences between Various 
Generations of Parishioners 

Do you have close friends outside of the Orthodox Church? (%) 

 Parishioners 
younger than 

45, %  

45-64 years 
old, % 

Parishioners 
65 years and 

older, % 

Not really, other than business, I have few personal social 
contacts with people who are Non-Orthodox 

2 5 3 

I have some friends who are Non-Orthodox, but most of my 
friends are Orthodox Christians. Basically, I prefer to have 
friends who are also Orthodox Christians 

21 20 20 

I probably have equal numbers of friends who are Orthodox 
and Non-Orthodox  

40 36 48 

Most of my personal friends are not Orthodox Christians 32 31 17 

I don’t care much about the religion of my friends 5 8 12 

 
We found also that personal theological stance of the respondents has certain impact on their choices of having 

personal friends either within or outside of the Orthodox realm. See Tab. 31. Only 13% of persons who defined 

their approach to Church life as “Moderate” or “Liberal” said that most of their personal friends are Orthodox 

Christians in comparison with 27% among “Traditional” and 30% among “Conservative” church members.  
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On the contrary, 35% of “Moderate” and “Liberal” respondents reported that “Most of my personal friends are 

not Orthodox Christians,” while only 23-26% of the “Conservative” and “Traditional” parishioners have mostly 

friends who are non-Orthodox. 

 

Tab. 31. Social Relations with the Outside non-Orthodox Community: Parishioners with Various 
Personal Theological Stance. 

Do you have close friends outside of the Orthodox Church? (%) 

 “Conservative” 
parishioners, 

%  

“Traditional” 
parishioners, 

% 

“Moderate” 
and “Liberal” 
parishioners, 

% 

Not really, other than business, I have few personal social 
contacts with people who are Non-Orthodox 

6 3 2 

I have some friends who are Non-Orthodox, but most of my 
friends are Orthodox Christians. Basically, I prefer to have 
friends who are also Orthodox Christians 

24 24 11 

I probably have equal numbers of friends who are Orthodox 
and Non-Orthodox  

40 43 39 

Most of my personal friends are not Orthodox Christians 26 23 35 

I don’t care much about the religion of my friends 4 7 13 

 
 

In spite of these differences between GOA and OCA church members, between various generations of 

parishioners, between cradle Orthodox Christians and converts to Orthodoxy and between persons with various 

personal theological stance and approach to Church life, the data in Tab. 28-31 indicate that among all 

categories of the American Orthodox laity the proportion of persons whose personal relations are limited to the 

Orthodox community is relatively small.  

 

The fact that the vast majority of GOA and OCA lay members have either half or even majority of their 

personal friends outside of the Orthodox Church leads us to the next question: are Orthodox laity comfortable 

talking about and explaining their faith to Non-Orthodox persons? 

 

From the participants of the focus-groups in the local parishes we learned that one of their major challenges of 

being Orthodox Christian in the US is very low level of knowledge of the wider American society about 

Orthodox Christianity and about the Orthodox Church. Put differently, an Orthodox Christian in America faces 

frequently various situations when he or she should be prepared to explain to “others” about the Orthodox 

Church. Are American Orthodox laity prepared to speak about their faith with the not Orthodox persons? We 

asked our respondents if they agree with the statement “I feel confident explaining the Orthodox Faith to non-

Orthodox.” See Fig. 57.    

 



 127 

Fig. 57: % of various categories of the American Orthodox laity who AGREED with the statement “I feel 

confident explaining the Orthodox Faith to non-Orthodox.” 
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Two important observations should be made. First, vast majority - three quarters of all respondents (69% of 

OCA and 83% of GOA members) - feel confident talking about Orthodox faith with non-Orthodox people. 

Second, the younger and older church members, cradle Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy, and parishioners 

with various theological stance feel equally comfortable discussing their faith with the non-Orthodox. 

 

The statements in Fig. 58 portray attitudes of the American Orthodox laity toward other Christian churches and 

also assess the levels of religious particularism versus relativism felt by our respondents. We define religious 

particularism as the belief that one particular religion (Orthodox Christianity in our case) carries ultimate truth 

and morality which should be authoritative for everyone. Conversely, religious relativism is an approach that all 

religions are equally true and good and that no one religious tradition has priority over another. On the one 

hand, the strong notion of religious pluralism which is fundamental for American society and availability of 

many religious options on US “religious market” invite American Orthodox to an attitude of relativism. At the 

same time, the historically inherited sense of a community set apart from the mainstream America contributes to 

the feeling of religious particularism among Orthodox Christians in the US. Which tendency is prevalent?  
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Fig.58 Religious Particularism and Ecumenical Attitudes:  

% of GOA and OCA parishioners who AGREED (“agreed strongly” and “rather agreed”) with the 

following statements 
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The first statement, “Only members of the Orthodox Church can be saved,” presents an extreme expression of 

religious particularism. It asserts that the Orthodox Church is the only “true church” which offers a person the 

path to salvation. Clearly, among both GOA and OCA members there are very few (7-8%) “hard-liners” who 

would agree with this statement. 

 

The second and third statements depict the sense of “Orthodox distinctiveness” among GOA and OCA 

parishioners. The second statement, “Orthodox Christianity contains a greater share of truth than other religions 

do,” voices clear preference for the Orthodox faith. At the same time and differently from the first statement, it 

does not deny the other religions as being entirely “wrong.” 83% of our respondents agreed that “Orthodox 

Christianity contains a greater share of truth than other religions do.” The third statement, “I cannot imagine 

being anything but Orthodox,” tells us about importance of the Orthodox identity for GOA and OCA laity. 

Almost nine in ten of both GOA (88%) and OCA (86%) members agreed with this statement, thus, indicating 

that being Orthodox is quite central and very important to them.  

 

The fourth statement, “How a person lives is more important than whether he or she is an Orthodox Christian,” 

conveys the message that commonly accepted norms of morality and social behavior are more important than 

personal religious beliefs and practices. To a certain degree, this statement also assesses Orthodox tolerance of 

other religions.  A slight majority (57%) of our respondents agreed with this statement. 

 

The main lesson from the first four statements in Fig. 58 is that both GOA and OCA parishioners have a very 

strong sense of their Orthodox identity and clear preference for the Orthodox faith and church. At the same 

time, the clarity in their religious preferences do not reach the point of religious exclusiveness or condemnation 

of other religions. Further, for majority of Orthodox laity, their personal religious beliefs are less important than 

the commonly accepted norms of morality and social behavior.  

 

The fifth and sixth statements in Fig. 58 tell us what parishioners think about ecumenical contacts and 

dialogues. The statement “I can perfectly well imagine myself learning about Jesus and Christian faith from the 

people in other (not Orthodox) Christian churches” voices worthiness of such contacts. On the contrary, the 

statement “The only reason for Orthodox to participate in inter-Christian meetings and discussions is to spread 

the message of Orthodox Christianity and to seek conversion of others into the Orthodox faith” generally denies 

the value of the inter-Christian dialogues and contacts. Neither of these statements were supported by majority 

of the respondents. 
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Only 36% of parishioners feel that they “can perfectly well imagine myself learning about Jesus and Christian 

faith from the people in other (not Orthodox) Christian churches” and only 35% expressed an opposite opinion 

that “The only reason for Orthodox to participate in inter-Christian meetings and discussions is to spread the 

message of Orthodox Christianity and to seek conversion of others into the Orthodox faith.” In other words, 

today neither strong promoters nor firm opponents of the ecumenical contacts can claim majority among 

American Orthodox laity.  

 

While GOA and OCA lay members have rather mixed feelings about value and appropriateness of the inter-

Christian contacts, a vast majority of them (78%) approve having more former Roman Catholic and Protestant 

clergy among their parish priests. We should also note that the level of approval of the last statement, “The 

Orthodox Church should welcome Roman Catholic priests and Protestant ministers who want to become 

Orthodox priests,” was virtually the same among GOA (76%) and OCA (80%) parishioners. Hence, the fact that 

there are many more converts among OCA (51%) than among GOA (28%) members has no impact on the 

degree of welcoming of the convert clergy by parishioners.   

 

Fig. 58 shows that OCA and GOA lay members were very similar in their degree of agreement with all seven 

statements. Does age, education, religious upbringing or personal theological stance of the respondents make a 

difference for their attitudes towards religious particularism and towards ecumenical contacts? 

 

We found that in most cases, the opinions of the younger and older parishioners, of the cradle Orthodox and 

converts to Orthodoxy and of the church members with and without college degrees were very similar. Yet, 

several differences between various categories of parishioners should be noted. 

 

First, more cradle Orthodox (90%) than converts to Orthodoxy (78%) said that “I cannot imagine being 

anything but Orthodox.” This is understandable: it is easier for a person who was raised non-Orthodox to admit 

possibility of being religiously something different than an Orthodox Christian. At the same time, more cradle 

Orthodox (62%) than converts to Orthodoxy (49%) are of the view that “How a person lives is more important 

than whether she or he is an Orthodox Christian.” That is, for the cradle Orthodox the common norms of 

morality and social behavior are relatively more important and for the converts to Orthodoxy they are relatively 

less important in comparison with their personal religious beliefs. This pattern is also easy to explain: the cradle 

Orthodox were “born into the Church,” while cradle Orthodox were deliberate and intentional in making their 

religious choices. Accordingly, the converts to Orthodoxy are more likely to place higher importance on their 

religious beliefs as being ultimate criteria for what is “right” and “wrong.” 
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Second, more college graduates (40%) than persons without college degree (27%) feel that they “can perfectly 

well imagine themselves learning about Jesus and Christian faith from the people in other (not Orthodox) 

Christian churches.” Perhaps, the persons with the university education are more “at ease” with the general idea 

of learning from the various sources of information. 

 

Finally, more senior parishioners (65 years and older) said that “The Orthodox Church in the US should 

welcome Roman Catholic priests and Protestant ministers who want to become Orthodox priests” than this was 

the case among middle-aged (45-64) and younger (under 45 years) respondents: 88%, 80% and 71% 

respectively. This pattern is somewhat difficult to explain. 

  

Similarly to what we saw in the opinions of parishioners on “Notion of Priesthood” or on “Democracy in the 

Church” or on “Innovations in the Church,” the greatest differences in laity’s attitudes towards religious 

particularism and in their approaches to the ecumenical contacts are based not on distinctions between GOA and 

OCA, and not on variations between generations or between cradle-Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy, but on 

the theological stance of the respondents. In the other words, the GOA and OCA parishioners who defined 

themselves as either “Liberal” or “Moderate” or “Traditional” or Conservative” responded quite differently to 

most statements dealing with “Religious Particularism and Ecumenical Contacts.” See Fig. 59. 
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Fig. 59 Theological Stance of Orthodox Laity and their Attitudes towards Religious Particularism and 

Ecumenical Contacts: % of parishioners with various theological stance who AGREED (“agreed 

strongly” and “rather agreed”) with the following statements 
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Fig. 59 shows that the respondents who defined their personal “micro-theology” and approach to Church life as 

“Traditional,” or, especially “Conservative” have a much stronger “Orthodox identity” and sense of “religious 

particularism” than the “Moderate” and “Liberal” parishioners. On their part, the “Moderate” and “Liberal” 

church members favor more the idea of various ecumenical contacts than the “Conservative” and “Traditional” 

parishioners do. 

 

Almost all (95%) “Conservative” church members are firm believers that “Orthodox Christianity contains 

greater share of truth than the other religions do,” but only 69% of “Moderate” and “Liberal” parishioners 

agreed with this statement. Similarly, being Orthodox is extremely important for almost all (95%) 

“Conservative” laity, but only 76% of “Moderate” and “Liberal” church members said that “I cannot imagine 

being anything but Orthodox.” 

 

On the contrary, a vast majority (70%) of “Moderate” and “Liberal” parishioners are of the view that “How a 

person lives is more important than whether he or she is an Orthodox Christian,” but less than half (46%) of 

“Conservative” respondents believe that this is true.   

 

More than half (51%) of “Conservative” church members deny the usefulness of the inter-Christian contacts by 

agreeing with the statement that “The only reason for the Orthodox clergy to participate in inter-Christian 

meetings and discussions is to spread the message of Orthodox Christianity and to seek conversion of others 

into Orthodox faith,” but less than one fifth (19%) of the “Liberal” and “Moderate” laity would take such a 

stance. 

 

Conversely, more than a half (52%) of “Liberal” and “Moderate” parishioners said that “I can perfectly well 

imagine myself learning about Christian faith from the people in other – not-Orthodox – Christian churches,” 

but only 23% of “Conservative” persons agreed with this statement. 

 

Finally, more “Liberal” and “Moderate” respondents (83%) feel that “Orthodox Church in the US should 

welcome Roman Catholic priests and Protestant ministers who wanted to become Orthodox priests,” than this is 

among “Traditional” (78%) or “Conservative” (74%) church members. 

 

Two more important observations should be made with regard to the statements in Fig. 59. First, even among 

persons with “Conservative” micro-theology, there are very few (11%) radicals who think that the Orthodox 

Church is the only church offering path to salvation.  
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Second, we saw that the “Moderate” and “Liberal” church members tend to be greater religious “relativists” 

than their “Conservative” and “Traditional” fellow parishioners. Still, more than three-quarters of “Moderates” 

and “Liberals” cannot “imagine being anything but Orthodox.” We conclude that in overall picture the vast 

majority of American Orthodox laity have a very strong sense of religious identity: that is, being Orthodox is 

quite central and very important to them. Yet, the clarity and strength of the religious preferences among 

American Orthodox Christians do not lead to the point of denial of other religions as being entirely wrong. 

 

How do American Orthodox laity compare to the members of other Christian churches in their strength of 

religious identity and in their sense of “distinctiveness?” Three statements offered our respondents were also 

used in the 2005 national study of the US Roman Catholics (D’Antonio 2007). See Fig. 60.  

 

Fig. 60 Strength of Religious Identity of the American Roman Catholic and Orthodox Laity 
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Clearly, in all measures, the American Orthodox Christians have stronger religious identity and sense of 

religious particularism than the US Roman Catholics do. Being “Orthodox” is central for 87% of the Orthodox 

Church members, but only 70% of US Roman Catholics agreed with the statement “I cannot imagine being 

anything but Roman Catholic.”  
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The gap between American Orthodox and Roman Catholics is even wider in the degree of their agreement with 

the statement that “Orthodox Christianity/Catholicism contains greater share of truth than other religions do:” 

83% of Orthodox parishioners supported this statement in comparison with only 55% among Roman Catholic 

laity. That is, relatively comparable numbers of Orthodox and Roman Catholics indicated importance of their 

religion by agreeing with the first statement, but for many more Orthodox than Roman Catholics this personal 

religious preference is also associated with firm conviction that their religious beliefs are “better” than the other 

religions. Finally, nearly 9 in 10 (88%) of Roman Catholics think that commonly accepted norm of morality and 

social behavior are more important than one’s religious beliefs and practices, but only slightly more than half of 

the American Orthodox laity (57%) agreed that “How a person loves is more important than whether she or he 

is an Orthodox Christian/Catholic.”    

 

How do American Orthodox laity, the GOA and OCA members, compare to their parish priests in their feelings 

and opinions about other (not Orthodox) Churches? In 2006 national study of American Orthodox priests 

(Krindatch 2006), we offered Orthodox clergy four statements which were later used in 2007 survey of 

American Orthodox laity. See Fig. 61.  
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Fig. 61 Laity and Clergy Attitudes to the “Religious Particularism and Ecumenical Contacts:”  
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The responses of “shepherds” and “flock” to the first statement, “Only members of the Orthodox Church can be 

saved” are fairly similar: very few of both pastors and parishioners think that Orthodox Church posses 

“monopoly” for the path to salvation. 
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With regard to the second and third statements, the GOA priests hold the same attitudes as GOA and OCA laity, 

but the position of OCA priests is somewhat different from all other respondents. Significantly more OCA 

clergy than GOA priests and OCA and GOA laity think that “The only reason for Orthodox clergy to participate 

in inter-Christian meetings and discussions is to spread the message of Orthodox Christianity and to seek 

conversion of others into the Orthodox faith” and that “I can perfectly well imagine myself learning about 

Christian faith from the people in other (not Orthodox) Christian churches.” Put differently, compared to all 

other respondents, the OCA clergy are most skeptical about usefulness of inter-Christian dialogues and 

discussions, but, at the same time, they are most supportive of idea that one can learn about Christian faith from 

non-Orthodox people. 

 

This somewhat contradictory attitude on the part of OCA priests can be possibly explained by the fact that 

absolute majority of them (59%) are converts to Orthodoxy who were raised in the other (non-Orthodox) 

churches (while only 12% of GOA clergy are converts). We believe that this special position on the part of 

convert clergy reflects their personal life stories. On the one hand, as persons who changed their religion, they 

can well imagine learning about and turning into other’s faith. At the same time, their professional priestly 

experience can tell them that there is not much practical outcome from the formal ecumenical meetings and 

discussions. Also, about one-third of convert clergy in our 2006 study were former Evangelical Christians who 

typically demonstrate rather negative attitudes toward ecumenism in general. This explanation, however, does 

not clarify why OCA lay members hold somewhat different from their pastors position, although 51% of OCA 

laity are also converts to Orthodoxy. Perhaps, the ordinary parishioners (converts and cradle Orthodox alike) 

simply have much less exposure to the ecumenical dialogues and discussions than their parish priests and, 

therefore, they also have less “disappointing experiences” with these ecumenical contacts. Similarly, perhaps, 

continuing learning about faith has greater importance for clergy than for people in the pews, and, therefore, the 

convert clergy have greater appreciation for possibility to get more wisdom from the other (non-Orthodox) 

Christians than their parishioners do.   

 

In the case of the last statement, “The Orthodox Church in the US should welcome Roman Catholic priests and 

Protestant ministers who want to become Orthodox priests,” the position of the GOA priests seem to be 

different from both their fellow parishioners and from OCA clergy and laity. There are fewer GOA priests 

(59%) who are happy to see former Roman Catholic priests and Protestant ministers as becoming Orthodox 

clergy than this is the case among all other respondents (74%-80%). Why? We know that today a vast majority 

of GOA clergy are cradle Orthodox (88%). Are they suspicious of former non-Orthodox clergy and afraid to 

admit them in the ranks  of Orthodox priesthood? More research is needed to clarify this issue. 
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X. Social Attitudes of American Orthodox Laity 
 

HIGHLIGHTS: 

� Only one out of three GOA and OCA parishioners support legal equality for same-sex couples and 

“traditional” families; 

� The GOA and OCA church members are divided in two equal groups: those who think that “The 

primary calling of married women is in the sphere of home and family. All other social and business 

activities should be considered as secondary in comparison with family duties and obligations” and 

those who reject this statement; 

� Relative majority of GOA and OCA parishioners support early exposure of children to a variety of 

cultural and religious choices existing in American society; 

� American Orthodox laity (GOA and OCA alike) are divided in three almost equal groups: those who 

favor teaching creationism instead of evolution in American public schools (33%), those who reject this 

idea (35%) and those who are unable to take one or other stand on this matter (32%); 

� Less than one third of GOA and OCA parishioners support an idea of intentional and thorough secularity 

of the American public schools. In this regard American Orthodox laity are very similar to their parish 

clergy. 

 

Our study examined opinions of American Orthodox laity about four “touchy” social issues: 

• Homosexuality;    

• Role and position of women in a family; 

• Desirable style of children education; 

• Religion and public education. 
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We first asked GOA and OCA parishioners if they agree that “even if homosexuality is wrong, the civil rights 

of gays and lesbians – including legal status for ‘same-sex couples’ - should still be protected.” See Fig. 62. 

 
Fig. 62. “Even if homosexuality is wrong, the civil rights of gays and lesbians – including legal status 

for ‘same-sex couples’ - should still be protected.” 
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Both in GOA and in OCA, only one out of three parishioners support legal equality of homosexual and 

“traditional” families. Either absolute (OCA) or relative (GOA) majority of church members do not approve this 

idea and disagree with the statement “Even if homosexuality is wrong, the civil rights of gays and lesbians – 

including legal status for ‘same-sex couples’ - should still be protected.” 

 

We further asked GOA and OCA church members whether they agree or disagree with the statement “The 

primary calling of married women is in the sphere of home and family. All other social and business activities 

should be considered as secondary in comparison with family duties and obligations.” This statement raises an 

old question of what should be the position of the women in family life: should they pursue their own career and 

be – equally with men - “bread winners” or should they rather assume the role of a full-time home-maker? Fig. 

63 on the next page shows that this statement touches quite a divisive issue. Almost equal number of 

parishioners either agreed with this statement (43% of GOA and 40% of OCA members) or rejected it (43% of 

GOA and 42% of OCA members). 
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Fig. 63. “The primary calling of married women is in the sphere of home and family. All other social and 

business activities should be considered as secondary in comparison with family duties and 

obligations.” 
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The next statement offered to our respondents, “Children need to be exposed to a variety of cultural and 

religious differences so they can make informed choices as adults,” voices an idea that children should be 

familiar with and experience for themselves the cultural and religious diversity of American society. See Fig. 

64. 

 
Fig. 64. “Children need to be exposed to a variety of cultural and religious differences so they can 

make informed choices as adults.” 
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Slightly less than half of GOA (46%) and OCA (45%) laity share this approach to the education of children by 

agreeing with this statement. We should note, however, that supporters of early exposure of children to a variety 

of cultural and religious choices constitute relative majority among both GOA and OCA members: indeed, only 

37-38% of our respondents DO NOT approve the statement “Children need to be exposed to a variety of 

cultural and religious differences so they can make informed choices as adults.” 

 

We then asked our respondents whether they would favor or oppose teaching creationism INSTEAD of 

evolution in public schools. See Fig. 65. 

 
Fig. 65. “Would you generally favor or oppose teaching creationism INSTEAD of evolution in public 

schools?” 
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It came as a somewhat of surprise to find out that American Orthodox laity (GOA and OCA alike) are divided 

in three almost equal groups: those who favor teaching creationism instead of evolution in American public 

schools (33%), those who reject this idea (35%) and those who are unable to take one or other stand on this 

matter (32%). 

 

It should be noted, however, that there were significantly more supporters of teaching creationism instead of 

evolution among persons without college degree (43%), while relative majority of university graduates (41%) 

rejected this idea. See Tab. 32.  

 

Tab. 32. Would you generally favor or oppose teaching creationism INSTEAD OF evolution in public schools?  

 “Favor” “Oppose” “Unsure/No opinion” 

Persons without college degree, % 43 21 36 

College graduates, % 28 41 31 
All respondents, % 33 35 32 
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We finally asked our respondents whether they agree or disagree that “it is important that public schools at all 

levels keep religion and religious issues ‘out of classrooms’.” This statement examines a sensitive and 

frequently debated subject: the presence of religion in American public education. The same statement was 

offered to American Orthodox clergy in our earlier 2006 national study “Evolving Visions of the Orthodox 

Priesthood in America” (Krindatch 2006). The responses of GOA and OCA clergy and laity to this statement 

are in Fig. 66.   

 
Fig. 66. “It is important that public schools at all levels keep religion and religious issues ‘out of 

classrooms’.” 

20%

14%

66%

31%

16%

53%

22%

13%

65%

23%

16%

61%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

GOA clergy, % GOA laity, % OCA clergy, % OCA laity, %

% "Disagree"

% "Neutral/Unsure"

% "Agree"

 
Clearly, only relatively small proportion of American Orthodox clergy and laity supports an idea of intentional 

and thorough secularity of the American public schools. Indeed, only 20% of GOA and 22% of OCA priests, 

and only 31% of GOA and 23% of OCA laity agreed that “It is important that public schools at all levels keep 

religion and religious issues “out of classrooms.” 

 

We found that here was very little difference in responses to all five statements between GOA and OCA 

members, between younger and older parishioners, between cradle Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy and 

between respondents with various education level (with exception of their various preferences for teaching 

creationism instead of evolution). Put differently, the opinions of various generations of American Orthodox 

laity, of church members with different religious upbringing and of persons with various education levels with 

regard to issues of homosexuality, position of women in family life, education of children and religion in public 

education system are relatively uniform. 
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At the same time, and similarly to what we saw in case of opinions on “Notion of Priesthood” or on 

“Democracy in the Church” or on “Innovations in the Church” or on “Religious Particularism and Ecumenical 

Contacts,” there was serious disagreement between parishioners who identified their approach Church life as 

either “Conservative,” or “Traditional,” or “Moderate,” or “Liberal” in their responses to all five statements 

discussing various social issues. See Fig. 67. 

Fig.67 Theological Stance of Orthodox Laity and their Social Attitudes:  
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Almost half (47%) of “Moderate” and “Liberal” parishioners support legal equality of same-sex and 

heterosexual couples as compared to only one in five “Conservative” church members. Conversely, more that 

half (56%) of “Conservative” respondents are of the view that married women should stay at home and take 

care of the family, but only one quarter (27%) of theologically “Moderate” and “Liberal” persons thin that this 

should be the case. Compared to those who said that they have “Conservative” approach to Church life, almost 

twice as many of “Moderate” and “Liberal” respondents voice idea of early exposure of children to the cultural 

and religious diversity of American society: 32% and 61% respectively. 43% of “Conservative” church 

members think that creationism should be taught instead of evolution in American public schools, but only 27% 

of “Moderate” and “Liberal” respondents would support this idea.  

 

The pattern of responses of the parishioners with various theological attitudes to the last statement (“It is 

important that public schools at all levels keep religion and religious issues ‘out of classrooms’.”) is somewhat 

different. This was the only statement where opinions of “Moderate” and “Liberal” church members (31% 

agreed with this statement) were very similar to the opinions of persons who identified their theological stance 

as “Traditional” (30% agreed). Put differently, Fig. 67 tells us that even among theologically “Moderate” and 

“Liberal” parishioners less than one third support idea of separation of religion and public education. Still, 

compared to “Liberal,” “Moderate” and “Traditional” church members, even fewer number of “Conservative” 

respondents (17%) approved the statement “It is important that public schools at all levels keep religion and 

religious issues ‘out of classrooms’.” 

 

 

XI. Personal Beliefs and Practices. 
 

HIGHLIGHTS: 

� For an overwhelming majority of the American Orthodox laity, “Christianity” essentially means 

“Orthodox Christianity;” 

� Nine in ten parishioners feel that keeping their children in the Orthodox Church is essential to them;  

� Three in ten respondents struggle with the inability to talk about their faith with non-Orthodox;  

� Compared to US Roman Catholics, the American Orthodox Christians adhere to their Church more 

strongly and are more clear about the content of their faith; 

� The American Orthodox laity are deeply divided among themselves in their approach to the 

compatibility of evolutionism and creationism. Almost equal proportions of the respondents either 

agreed (41%) or disagreed (38%) with the statement “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of 

God as Creator.” More than one-fifth (21%) of parishioners were unable to evaluate this statement and 

said that they are “Neutral or unsure;” 
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� The American Orthodox laity are essentially uniform in their vision of the hierarchy of importance of 

the various Church teachings, requirements and practices for being good Orthodox Christian. The 

personal beliefs in Jesus’ resurrection and Jesus’ actual presence in the Eucharist are perceived by the 

Orthodox laity as the most crucial criteria of being “a good Orthodox,” while regular Church attendance, 

obeying the priest and observing Great Lent and fasting are seen as relatively insignificant for being a 

good Orthodox Christian;    

� “Sacred Scripture” and “Doctrine and traditions of the Orthodox Church” are by far most imperative 

sources of authority for Orthodox parishioners: nine in ten respondents said that these sources of 

authority are “fundamental” to them;     

� American parish clergy also enjoy quite high level of authority: three in four parishioners feel that the 

guidance of their parish priest is “fundamental” to them as a source of authority; 

� The “Guidance of the ruling Bishop/Metropolitan” is seen by majority of Orthodox parishioners as a 

relatively insignificant source of authority; 

� Various Church based sources of authority are relatively more imperative for converts to Orthodoxy, 

while cradle Orthodox Christians pay higher attention to following general principles of “Human reason 

and understanding” and their “Personal experiences;”      

� College educated church members are less willing to subordinate themselves to the authority of the 

clergy – both priests and bishops - than parishioners without college degrees; 

� “Guidance of the parish priest” and “Human reason and understanding” are more imperative sources of 

authority for women than they are for men; 

� The personal theological stance of the parishioners has a very strong impact on their evaluation of both 

Church-based and non-Church sources of authority. 

 

In chapter 9, we arrived at the general conclusion that American Orthodox laity have a strong sense of their 

religious identity and clear preference for the Orthodox Faith and Church. We saw that both GOA and OCA 

members feel that “being Orthodox” is quite central and important for them. In this chapter, we will look into 

how American Orthodox Christians interpret and practice their faith. We will also try to answer the question: 

“When a person says that she or he is Orthodox, what is it about the Orthodox Church that is really important 

for that person?” Put simply, what do our respondents think is essential and what is nonessential for being a 

“good Orthodox Christian?”  
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To begin with, we found that for an overwhelming majority of the GOA and OCA parishioners, “Christianity” 

essentially means “Orthodox Christianity.” We asked our respondents “What is your approach to teaching the 

meaning of the Christian faith?” Eight out of ten parishioners (79%) selected the answer “There is one best and 

true interpretation and the Orthodox Church comes closest to teaching it.” Only one-fifth of our respondents 

were of the view that “different churches may be equally correct teaching Christian faith” (12%) or that “there 

is one best interpretation of the Christian faith, but no Christian Church can legitimately claim to be closer to it 

than another” (9%). See Fig. 68. 

Fig. 68. What is your approach to teaching the meaning of the Christian faith? (%) 
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Fig. 68 indicates that GOA and OCA parishioners are very similar in their opinions about meaning of the 

Christian faith. Further, the younger and the older parishioners, the cradle Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy, 

and the persons with and without college education also answered this question similarly. In other words, in 

many ways, American Orthodox laity are quite uniform in their understanding of the meaning of Christianity.   

 

The only significant difference in interpretation the meaning of the Christian faith was associated with the 

personal “micro-theologies” of the GOA and OCA church members. See Fig. 68A on the next page.  38% of the 

theologically “moderate” and “liberal” parishioners hold the view that the Orthodox Church does NOT possess 

a monopoly in the true interpretation and correct teaching the Christian faith: 16% of them believe that “there is 

one best interpretation of the Christian faith, but no Christian Church can legitimately claim to be closer to it 

than another” and 22% think that “there are probably many interpretations which are equally valid. Therefore, 

different churches may be equally correct teaching Christian faith.” Quite differently, only 17% of the 

theologically “traditional” and only 7% of the theologically “conservative” church members have chosen either 

of these answers.  
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Fig. 68A. Theological Stance of the Orthodox Laity and Interpretation of the Meaning of the Christian 

Faith:  “What is your approach to teaching the meaning of the Christian faith?” (%) 
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We should note, however, that even among persons who defined their theological stance and approach to 

Church life as “moderate” and “liberal,” almost two-thirds of respondents are still convinced that “there is one 

best and true interpretation and the Orthodox Church comes closest to teaching it.” 

 

Two more questions in our survey helped to judge the strength of religious beliefs of the American Orthodox 

Christians. We asked parishioners whether they agree or disagree with the statements “It is very important to me 

that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox Christians” and “I often feel that I cannot 

explain my faith to others.” The first statement emphasizes an importance of “handing down” one’s religious 

beliefs to the next generation. The degree of agreement (or rather disagreement) with the second statement is a 

good indicator of how much do Orthodox parishioners know about their faith and how confident do they feel 

explaining their beliefs to the “others.” See Tab. 33 and 34 on the next page.   

 

Nine in ten parishioners (89%) feel that keeping their children in the Orthodox Church is essential to them. It is 

interesting to note, however, that despite their eagerness to see their children remain Orthodox, the study 

completed by the Department of Religious Education of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese pointed out that 80% 

of Church school teachers report that “parents disinterest in their children religious education” is a major 

problem. 
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Tab. 33. “It is very important to me that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox Christians.” 

 “Agree” “Disagree” “Neutral or unsure” 

GOA laity, % 93 3 4 

OCA laity, % 86 3 11 

All respondents, % 89 3 8 

 
 

Tab. 34 shows that only three in ten respondents (28%) struggle with the inability to talk about their faith with 

the non-Orthodox. On the confidence level of Orthodox to discuss their faith, it would be very interesting to 

research what a “typical” Orthodox Christian actually says when offering an explanation to a non-Orthodox 

Christian and the accuracy of these “belief statements.”   

 
Tab. 34. “I often feel that I cannot explain my faith to others.” 

 “Agree” “Disagree” “Neutral or unsure” 

GOA laity, % 24 66 10 

OCA laity, % 32 58 10 

All respondents, % 28 62 10 

 

The comparable data from the 2005 national study of the US Roman Catholic laity show that American 

Orthodox Christians adhere more strongly to their Church and seem to be more clear about the content of their 

faith than American Roman Catholics. Indeed, Tab. 35 shows that compared to the US Orthodox Christians, 

fewer American Roman Catholics are keen on passing their religion to their children. On the contrary, Tab. 36 

indicates that many more Roman Catholics (49%) than Orthodox Christians (28%) have problems explaining 

their faith to the “others.”   

 

Tab. 35. “It is very important to me that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox 
Christians/Roman Catholics.” 

 “Agree” “Disagree” “Neutral or unsure” 

US Roman Catholics, % 78 22 0 

US Orthodox Christians, % 89 3 8 

Note: Source of data for the Roman Catholic Church (D’Antonio 2007) 

 

Tab. 36 “I often feel that I cannot explain my faith to others.” 

 “Agree” “Disagree” “Neutral or unsure” 

US Roman Catholics, % 49 51 1 

US Orthodox Christians, % 28 62 10 

Note: Source of data for the Roman Catholic Church (D’Antonio 2007) 

 

Remarkably, the responses to the statements “It is very important to me that the younger generation of my 

family grow up as Orthodox Christians” and “I often feel that I cannot explain my faith to others” provided by 

the various categories of American Orthodox laity were mostly uniform.  
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That is, the younger and the older parishioners, the cradle Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy, the respondents 

with various education levels, and the theologically “conservative,” “traditional” or “liberal-moderate” Church 

members are essentially similar to one another in their devotion to passing their faith to their children and in 

their awareness about content of their faith. Yet we also found some slight variations.  

 

First and predictably, keeping their children in the Orthodox Church is somewhat more important for the 

respondents who described their approach to the Church life as “conservative” or “traditional” than for the 

persons who defined themselves as being theologically “moderate” or “liberal.”  

 

Fig. 69. “It is very important to me that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox 

Christians.” 
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Fig. 69 shows that 92-93% of theologically “conservative” and “traditional” parishioners said “it is very 

important to them that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox Christians” in comparison 

with 83% among theologically “liberal” and “moderate” Church members. 

 

Second, passing their faith to their children is also somewhat more important for the younger (under 45 years) 

than for the senior (65 and older) parishioners. 94% of the respondents younger than 45 agreed with the 

statement “It is very important to me that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox Christians” 

in comparison with 84% among Church members in the age 65 and older. See Fig. 70 on the next page.  
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We think this difference is attributed to the fact that the younger parishioners still have children in such life-

stages when their future “religious choices” are still in question. And this is why they are more concerned with 

the need to keep their children in the Orthodox Church. To the contrary, the chances are great that the children 

of the senior parishioners have decided long time ago about their religious preferences and affiliations. 

Therefore, the senior parishioners are less likely to worry about “growing up the younger generation of their 

families as Orthodox Christians.”   

 

Fig. 70. “It is very important to me that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox 

Christians.” 
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Third, the level of education has an obvious impact on the person’s ability to articulate his or her religious 

beliefs and to talk about their faith. Fig. 71 shows that the parishioners without college education have more 

problems explaining their religion to the non-Orthodox than the college graduate respondents: only 24% of the 

college graduate said that “I often feel that I cannot explain my faith to others” in comparison with 37% of 

parishioners without college degree.  

 

Fig. 71. “I often feel that I cannot explain my faith to others.” 
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One more important finding should also be noted. The responses to the statements “It is very important to me 

that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox Christians” and “I often feel that I cannot 

explain my faith to others” were NOT related to one another. That is, person’s ability to talk easily about his or 

her faith is not necessarily associated with the keenness on keeping his or her children in the Orthodox Church.  

 

How do American Orthodox faithful “reconcile” their religious beliefs with secular knowledge? One question in 

our survey provides a good insight into this subject. We asked our respondents whether they agree or disagree 

with the statement “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator.” See Tab. 37. 

 
Tab. 37. “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator.” 

 “Agree” “Disagree” “Neutral or unsure” 

GOA laity, % 40 40 20 

OCA laity, % 42 37 21 

All respondents, % 41 38 21 
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Compared to their relatively uniform understanding of the meaning of the Christian faith (“There is one best 

and true interpretation and the Orthodox Church comes closest to teaching it”) and their overwhelming 

agreement that “it is very important to me that the younger generation of my family grow up as Orthodox 

Christians,” the American Orthodox laity are deeply divided among themselves in their approach to the 

compatibility of evolutionism and creationism. Almost equal proportions of our respondents either agreed 

(41%) or disagreed (38%) with the statement “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as 

Creator.” Further, more than one-fifth (21%) of parishioners were unable to evaluate this statement and said that 

they are “Neutral or unsure.”  

 

The same question was asked in the study of one of the major American mainline Protestant denominations – 

the Presbyterian Church USA. See Tab. 38. Compared to American Orthodox Christians, many more American 

mainline Protestants have no problems reconciling the idea of God as Creator with evolutionary theory: 61% of 

them agreed with the statement “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator.” 

 

Tab. 38. “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator.” 

 “Agree” “Disagree” “Neutral or unsure” 

Orthodox Christians, % 41 38 21 
Members of the Presbyterian 

Church USA 
61 32 7 

Note: source of data for Presbyterian Church USA is (Research Services 1999) 

 

What are distinct characteristics and features of parishioners who either agreed or disagreed with the statement 

“Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator?” We found that level of education, 

religious upbringing and personal theological stance of the Orthodox laity have significant influence on their 

understanding of relation between idea of God as Creator and evolutionary theory.  
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First, college educated parishioners were much more likely to agree that “Evolutionary theory is compatible 

with the idea of God as Creator” than the church members without college degrees: 46% and 31% respectively. 

See Fig. 72. 

 

Fig. 72. “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator.” 
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Second, many more converts to Orthodoxy are of the view that “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea 

of God as Creator” than is the case among cradle Orthodox church members: 46% and 37% respectively. See 

Fig. 73. 

Fig. 73. “I often feel that I cannot explain my faith to others.” 
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Third, the most significant difference in laity’s approaches to the statement “Evolutionary theory is compatible 

with the idea of God as Creator” is defined by their personal theological stance. See Fig. 74. Half (50%) of the 

church members who defined their approach to Church life as “moderate” or “liberal” said that “Evolutionary 

theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator” in comparison with only 41% among theologically 

“traditional” and only 31% among theologically “conservative” parishioners.    

 

Fig. 74. “Evolutionary theory is compatible with the idea of God as Creator.” 
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What does it mean from the laity’s perspective to be a “good Orthodox” and how do parishioners feel about the 

importance of the various requirements endorsed by the Orthodox Church? Put differently, the “objective” 

Church teachings, requirements and practices as described in various official Church documents may or may 

not be the same as the set of the “subjective” rules which an individual holds for him or herself in order to feel a 

“good Orthodox Christian.” It would be also safe to assume that most of Church members make personal 

selections among various norms of Church life, holding firmly to what – they think – is central for their faith 

and approaching the rest as desirable but not really crucial. In other words, we speak here about personal 

hierarchy of importance of various Church requirements and practices. Generally, we can divide these 

requirements and practices in three broad categories: 

• Religious beliefs that every person holds, 

• Actual participation in sacraments and involvement into local parish life, 

• Following to the certain social practices endorsed by the Church. 
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Our survey asked GOA and OCA parishioners “The following statements deal with what many think it takes to 

be a good Orthodox Christian. Please, indicate if you think a person can be a good Orthodox Christian without 

performing these actions.”  We provided our respondents with the list of eight items. With regard to each item, 

they can respond that without doing this he/she “cannot be considered a good Orthodox Christian” or “still can 

be a good Orthodox Christian.” See Fig. 75.  

 

Fig. 75 Importance of Various Beliefs and Practices for Being “Good Orthodox Christian:”  
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One can see that from the perspective of Orthodox laity, the personally held “creedal” beliefs are by far more 

important for being “good Orthodox Christian” than anything else. Indeed, virtually all (97-98%) respondents 

are of the view that a person cannot be a good Orthodox Christian without believing in Jesus’s resurrection and 

without believing that “in the Eucharist the bread and wine become the body and the blood of Jesus.” Next in 

importance for being a good Orthodox Christian come the obligations to donate time and money to help both 

the local church (parish) and the poor. Almost three quarters (72-73%) of the respondents said that a person 

cannot be a good Orthodox Christian “without donating time and money to help the parish” and “without 

donating time and money to help the poor.”  

 

On the opposite side, at the bottom of the Fig. 75, are three requirements which are seen as least imperative for 

being good Orthodox Christian: attending Church every Sunday, obeying the parish priest and observing Great 

Lent and fasting. No more than half of GOA and OCA parishioners think that these requirements are really 

crucial for being a good Orthodox Christian.  

 

Put simply, the personal creedal beliefs are seen by American Orthodox laity as fundamental for being a good 

Orthodox Christian, but regular church attendance and obeying parish clergy are perceived as relatively non- 

essential.            
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Are there any significant differences between GOA and OCA members in their visions of what really matters 

for being a good Orthodox Christian? The general answer to this question is “No.” See Fig. 76. 

 

Fig. 76 Importance of Various Beliefs and Practices for Being “Good Orthodox Christian:” GOA and 

OCA Lay Members. 
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First, one can see that the hierarchy of importance of the various Church requirements and practices (what 

comes first and what comes last) is the same for the GOA and OCA parishioners. Second, in the case of most 

items there is little difference in proportion of GOA and OCA members saying that “he/she cannot be a good 

Orthodox Christian without doing this or that.”   

 

The variations worth mentioning between GOA and OCA laity are in how they evaluate the importance of a 

marriage being approved by the Orthodox Church, the regular church attendance and observing lent and fasting 

requirements. More GOA (65%) than OCA (55%) members think that the marriage which is properly approved 

by the Orthodox Church really matters for being Orthodox. On the contrary, more OCA than GOA parishioners 

feel that the regular church attendance and observing lent and fasting days are crucial for being good Orthodox 

Christian. Yet, in overall picture, there is not much difference between these two Orthodox jurisdictions in how 

they members evaluate the importance of various Church norms and requirements for being good Orthodox 

Christian. 

 

What about differences between various categories of parishioners? Do college graduate and persons without 

college degree, young people and older people, cradle Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy, theologically 

“conservative,” “traditional,” “moderate” and “liberal” parishioners agree on what one needs to be a good 

Orthodox? First, we found that the level of education does not make a difference for how a person perceives the 

relative importance of various rules and norms of the Church life.  

 

Second, various generations of the Orthodox parishioners have somewhat different visions for what one needs 

to consider himself a good Orthodox. Fig. 77 on the next page shows that the most significant differences 

between younger (under 45), middle-aged (45-64) and older (65 and older) parishioners are related to the issues 

of donating time and money to the parish (the younger respondents saw this as less essential), of observing lent 

and fasting (middle-aged church members are more insistent than the younger and senior parishioners about 

importance of obeying this requirement), and of obeying the priest (the younger parishioners are more likely to 

see it as essential for being good Orthodox than the middle-aged and senior persons). Yet, the generational 

differences among Orthodox laity in how they evaluate the importance of various rules and practices are also 

relatively insignificant. For all generations, the beliefs in Jesus’ resurrection and in Jesus’ actual presence in the 

Eucharist are by far most important criteria for being good Orthodox, while regular Church attendance, obeying 

priest and observing lent and fasting are seen as relatively insignificant.       
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Fig. 77 Age of the Orthodox Laity and their Attitudes towards Importance of Various Beliefs and 

Practices for Being “Good Orthodox Christian:”  

“The following statements deal with what many think it takes to be a good Orthodox Christian. Please, 

indicate if you think a person can be a good Orthodox Christian WITHOUT performing these actions?”  
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Do cradle Orthodox parishioners and converts to Orthodoxy feel the same way about importance of various 

Church requirements and practices? See Fig. 78.  

 

Fig. 78 Religious Upbringing of the Orthodox Laity and Their Attitudes towards Importance of Various 

Beliefs and Practices for Being “Good Orthodox Christian:” 

“The following statements deal with what many think it takes to be a good Orthodox Christian. Please, 

indicate if you think a person can be a good Orthodox Christian WITHOUT performing these actions?”  
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The cradle Orthodox and converts to Orthodoxy have the same hierarchy of importance of the various Church 

requirements and practices (what comes first and what comes last). Also virtually all cradle Orthodox and 

converts to Orthodoxy agree that the beliefs in Jesus’ resurrection and in Jesus’ actual presence in the Eucharist 

are fundamental for being Orthodox. At the same time, with regard to the other rules, the cradle Orthodox tend 

to be less insistent than the converts to Orthodoxy in saying that this or that is essential for being good Orthodox 

Christians.  

 

Predictably, the personal “micro-theologies” of the American Orthodox laity, their self-definition as being 

theologically either “conservative,” or “traditional,” or “moderate” or “liberal” have obvious influence on how 

they evaluate the importance of various rules and requirements for being good Orthodox Christians. Fig. 79 

shows that compared the “moderate” and “liberal” parishioners, significantly more persons describing their 

approach to the Church life as “conservative” or “traditional” think that “marriage being approved by the 

Orthodox Church,” on “observing lent and fasting,” on “obeying the priest” and on “going to Church every 

Sunday” are fundamental for being Orthodox. At the same time, Fig. 79 indicates that the “conservative,” 

“traditional,” “moderate” and “liberal” parishioners have absolutely the same view on what is relatively more or 

relatively less significant for being good Orthodox. Further, there is virtually no difference in proportion of the 

“conservative,” “traditional,” “moderate” and “liberal” church members who think that beliefs in Jesus’s 

resurrection and in the fact that “in the Eucharist the bread and wine become the body and the blood of Jesus,” 

and that the obligations to donate time and money to help the parish and the poor are central for being good 

Orthodox Christian. 
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Fig. 79 Theological Stance of the Orthodox Laity and their Attitudes towards Importance of Various 

Beliefs and Practices for Being “Good Orthodox Christian:”  

“The following statements deal with what many think it takes to be a good Orthodox Christian. Please, 

indicate if you think a person can be a good Orthodox Christian WITHOUT performing these actions?”  

% of parishioners saying that he/she CANNOT be a good Orthodox 

Christian without following:
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The data presented in Fig. 76-79 allow for two important conclusions. First, the American Orthodox laity are 

essentially uniform in their vision for the hierarchy of importance of the various Church requirements and 

personal practices for being good Orthodox Christian. In other words, the GOA and OCA members, the college 

graduates and persons without college education, the younger and older parishioners, the cradle Orthodox and 

converts to Orthodoxy, and the theologically “conservative,” “traditional,” “moderate” and “liberal” persons 

have absolutely the same opinions on what is more and what is less crucial for being good Orthodox Christian. 

 

Second, all categories of parishioners are also very similar in the actual proportion of persons who think that 

the four top-ranked requirements (beliefs in Jesus’s resurrection and in the fact that “in the Eucharist the bread 

and wine become the body and the blood of Jesus,” the obligations to donate time and money to help the parish 

and the poor) are fundamental for being “good Orthodox Christian.”  

 

A similar question about the centrality of the various beliefs and Church requirements was asked in the 2005 

national study of the American Roman Catholics. Six out of eight items from our questionnaire were present 

also in the Roman Catholic survey. How do American Roman Catholics compare to the Orthodox Christians in 

their understanding of what does it take to be a good Church member? See Fig. 80.  

 

The Roman Catholics and Orthodox agree that the creedal beliefs (Jesus’ resurrection and actual Jesus’ 

presence in the Eucharist) are more important than anything else for being either a good Catholic or a good 

Orthodox. The Roman Catholics and Orthodox also hold the same view that the weekly church attendance is the 

least imperative requirement for being good Orthodox or good Catholic. 

 

At the same time, the members of the Roman Catholic and American Orthodox Churches differ in two ways. 

First, for the Orthodox, the obligations to donate time and money for their parishes and for the poor are two 

equally important criteria for being good Orthodox Christian. The Roman Catholics, however, pay significantly 

greater attention to donating time and money to the poor than to their own parishes. We believe it reflects the 

fact that the post-Vatican II Roman Catholic teaching places great emphasis on social welfare (which is not the 

case in the Orthodox Church). Second and most importantly, with regard to all six requirements presented in 

Fig. 80, the Roman Catholics are much less insistent than the Orthodox about their fundamental significance for 

being a good Church member. Even in the case of creedal beliefs, 23% of Roman Catholics DO NOT think that 

believing that Jesus rose from the dead is essential for being good Catholic, and 36% of them DO NOT hold 

belief in the actual Jesus’ presence in the Eucharist as being fundamental for Catholics. Only 2-3% of Orthodox 

Christians disregard these core Christian beliefs.             
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Fig. 80 Importance of Various Beliefs and Practices for Being “Good Orthodox Christian/Catholic:” 

“The following statements deal with what many think it takes to be a good Orthodox Christian/Catholic. 

Please, indicate if you think a person can be a good Orthodox Christian/Catholic WITHOUT performing 

these actions?”  

% of respondents saying that he/she CANNOT be 
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An important goal of this study was to examine how American Orthodox laity perceive and relate to the various 

types (teaching, administrative, etc.) of authority of the Orthodox Church. Historically, the Orthodox Church is 

organized as a highly centralized institution with the clear-cut separation of laity and clergy, especially in terms 

of the certain roles and functions reserved exclusively for the later. In this context, the authority of the Orthodox 

clergy has always been based on their special status (“authority of office”) achieved by way of ordination rather 

than on their personal qualities. Further, in the Orthodox Church, there is also a clear line dividing “ordinary” 

parish priests and Church hierarchs – the Bishops and Metropolitans. The later have ultimately “last say” about 

all Church matters, including their exclusive right to interpret Church teaching.  

 

Hence, the last question in this chapter is: “What type of authority is being accepted today by the American 

Orthodox Christians?” More specifically: “How significant are to them various Church based sources of 

authority?”  

 

We asked our respondents “How important to you are the following sources of authority?” We gave them six 

items to consider: “Sacred Scripture,” “Doctrine and traditions of the Orthodox Church,” “Guidance of the 

parish priest,” “Guidance of the ruling Bishop/Metropolitan,” “Human reason and understanding,” and 

“Personal experience.” With regard to each, the respondents could say that they are “fundamental,” “somewhat 

important,” or “of little importance” to them. See Fig. 81 on the next page.  
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Fig. 81 Sources of Authority: “How important to you are the following sources of authority?” 

% of respondents saying that the following sources of authority are:
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First and clearly, two sources of authority are by far most imperative for Orthodox parishioners: “Sacred 

Scripture” and “Doctrine and traditions of the Orthodox Church.” Nine in ten respondents said that these 

sources of authority are “fundamental” to them. In other words, the general Christian teaching (“Sacred 

Scripture”) and more specific doctrinal beliefs and traditions associated with the Orthodox Church are equally 

important for the American Orthodox faithful and they are more authoritative than anything else. This fact is 

consistent with the earlier finding that the firm creedal beliefs are perceived by American laity as the most 

important criteria of being good Orthodox Christian.  

 

Second, we found that American parish clergy also enjoy a quite high level of authority: three in four 

parishioners feel that the guidance of their parish priest is “fundamental” to them as a source of authority. This 

may seem slightly contradictory to the fact that – as we saw earlier – obeying parish clergy is seen as relatively 

non-essential for being good Orthodox Christian. However, we discovered in chapter 5 that dominant majority 

of laity are willing to recognize the ultimate authority of their priests in a parish, and that 9 out of 10 

parishioners feel that there is a good match between parish community and their priest. In other words, the laity 

may not consider obeying parish priest as criteria which is crucial for being good Orthodox Christian, but in 

reality most of them pay great deal of attention to the guidance of their local clergy.  
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Third, Fig. 81 tells us that “Human reason and understanding” and “Personal experience” are seen by American 

Orthodox as being much less imperative sources of authority than the Christian and Orthodox teachings or the 

authority of their parish clergy. With regard to this finding, we should make a reservation that our survey did 

not specify whether the question about sources of authority was only about Church matters or it was also about 

every-day lives of our respondents. If the respondents interpret the question as only pertinent to the Church 

issues, it would explain a relatively small proportion (44-45%) of parishioners saying that “Human reason and 

understanding” and “Personal experience” are for them “fundamental” sources of authority. 

 

Fourth, it came as a surprise that the “Guidance of the ruling Bishop/Metropolitan” is seen by majority of 

Orthodox parishioners as relatively non-essential source of authority. Only 49% of our respondents said that the 

guidance of Church hierarchs is “fundamental” to them, while 40% of parishioners choose the answer 

“somewhat important” and 11% feel that the authority of the bishops is “of little importance.” This finding is in 

the obvious contradiction with the official Church model and with the high level of power invested into the 

office of Bishop.  

 

The information gathered from the focus groups administered in 15 GOA and OCA parishes provided some 

insights into the question of why bishops’ authority seems to be undermined. We asked focus groups 

participants to ponder two questions: 

• How do you see the actual relationship between your parish and your Metropolitan (for GOA) or Bishop 

(for OCA)? 

• If there will be one thing that you can change about Orthodox bishops in America (not necessarily your 

hierarch) what this would be? 

 

With regard to the first question, parishioners frequently responded in essence that: 

• “We actually don’t know our Bishop;”  

• “We see him only one or two times a year” (typically during parish patron saint’s day); 

• “He is zero for us: he is indeed nice, but very distant;”  

• “He doesn’t help us with various parish’s issues as he should;” 

• “They (Bishops) are only concerned with raising funds for themselves and are only interested in our 

money;” 

• “Our parish seems to be a neglected step-child;”  

• “Too great distance between hierarch and lay people.” 
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The most typical answers about desirable changes about Orthodox bishops in America in general included: 

• “When they come to visit, they should spend more time with laity and not with clergy only;” 

• “I would like to know more about them (Bishops) as persons;” 

• “They should live simple lives and be more humble and ‘down to earth’;” 

• “It would be good to have more interactions with our Bishop and to see him more often;” 

• “I wish they would be more approachable and mingle more with us;” 

• “They should be more ‘pastoral’ and act less as ‘administrators’ and more like ‘shepherds’;” 

• “They should be more accountable to people in pews;”   

• “More receptive and sensitive to parish needs, especially, to small communities and their problems;” 

• “He should show less favoritism for certain parishes and treat equally all parishes;” 

• “They should earn respect rather than demand respect;” 

• “They should be not so ‘God like’;” 

• “They should have more parish based experiences;” 

• “They should get to know ordinary parishioners and show their love for them;”  

• “They should be less ‘clanish’;” 

• “They should practice what they preach.” 

 

We cannot claim that the data gathered in our focus groups are nationally representative in a strict “statistical” 

sense, but the general trend is clear: from the perspective of the Orthodox laity, the bishops appear to be quite 

distant to the local parishes, not necessarily aware of their needs and not as “pastoral” and loving as they 

expected to be.  

 

Earlier, in chapter 6, we saw that 57% of the respondents agreed with the statement “Orthodox bishops in 

America strive to guide the Church wisely and competently,” but this statement does not refer to the 

involvement of the bishops into the lives of the local parishes or to their relations with the ordinary parishioners. 

It would be also safe to assume that for the most lay Orthodox, their “Church” is their local parish. They are not 

particularly concerned with bishops or interested in diocesan affairs. The combination of all above factors can 

be a good explanation of why the authority of the local parish clergy is of much greater importance for the 

Orthodox laity than the authority of the Church hierarchs.   
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Fig. 82 shows that GOA and OCA parishioners are very similar in their evaluation of the three most significant 

sources of authority: nearly the same proportions of the GOA and OCA laity said that “Sacred Scripture,” 

“Doctrine and traditions of the Orthodox Church” and “Guidance of the parish priest” are “fundamental” as the 

sources of authority.  

 
Fig. 82 Importance of Various Sources of Authority:” GOA and OCA Lay Members. 

“How important to you are the following sources of authority?” 

% of parishioners saying that the following sources of authority are 

FUNDAMENTAL to them:

45%

50%

90%

53%

36%

39%

55%

74%

86%

91%

74%

93%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Sacred Scripture

Doctrine and traditions of

the Orthodox Church

Guidance of the parish

priest

Guidance of ruling

Bishop/Metropolitan

Human reason and

understanding

Personal experience

GOA parishioners, % OCA parishioners, %

 
Compared to OCA laity, however, significantly more GOA members view “Human reason and understanding” 

and “Personal experience” as being also fundamental sources of authority to them. A very likely explanation for 

this finding is much higher proportion of the converts to Orthodoxy among OCA parishioners (51%) than 

among GOA laity (29%). Indeed, when we looked at the answers provided by the cradle Orthodox parishioners 

and by the converts to Orthodoxy, we discovered that “Human reason and understanding” and “Personal 

experience” are more imperative sources of authority for the cradle Orthodox than for the converts to 

Orthodoxy.  
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And this pattern is consistent among GOA and OCA members when looked separately and for the whole 

sample of the respondents. 52% of the cradle Orthodox parishioners believe that “Personal experience” is a 

“fundamental” source of authority to them and 53% feel the same way about “Human reason and 

understanding.” The respective proportions among converts to Orthodoxy are only 33% and 34%. At the same 

time, compared to the cradle Orthodox, the converts to Orthodoxy ranked slightly higher the importance of 

“Sacred Scripture” and of “Doctrine and traditions of the Orthodox Church.” Further, 55% of the converts to 

Orthodoxy reported that “Guidance of ruling Bishop/Metropolitan” is “fundamental” to them as compared to 

only 45% among cradle Orthodox. We conclude that in overall picture various Church based sources of 

authority are relatively more imperative for the converts to Orthodoxy, while cradle Orthodox Christians pay 

higher attention to following general principles of “Human reason and understanding” and their “Personal 

experiences.”      

 

What about other differences among various categories of parishioners in how they relate to the various sources 

of authority? First, there was virtually no difference among persons with or without college education in their 

vision of importance of authority of “Sacred Scripture” or “Doctrine and traditions of the Orthodox Church.” At 

the same time, the persons with college education are less willing to subordinate themselves to the authority of 

the clergy – both priests and bishops - than parishioners without college degree. When tasked how important to 

them is the individual authority of their parish clergy and of Church hierarchs, far fewer college educated 

parishioners said that it is “fundamental” to them. 86% of respondents without college education feel that 

“Guidance of their parish priest” is “fundamental” source of authority, and 61% of them said the same about 

“Guidance of the ruling Bishop/Metropolitan.” The respective figures for parishioners who have college degrees 

are only 70% and 43%.  

 

Second, various generations of American Orthodox laity expressed similar opinions on the importance of all 

four Church-based sources of authority: “Sacred Scripture,” “Doctrine and traditions of the Orthodox Church,” 

“Guidance of the parish priest” and “Guidance of the ruling Bishop/Metropolitan.”  At the same time, the older 

parishioners (65 and older) have stronger feeling that “Human reason and understanding” and “Personal 

experience” are also “fundamental” sources of authority than was the case among the younger (under 45) and 

middle-aged (45-64 years old) church members. 
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Third, the issue of importance of the various sources of authority was one of the few items in our survey where 

men and women expressed somewhat different opinions. Both “Guidance of the parish priest” and “Human 

reason and understanding” are more imperative for women than they are for men. 81% of female respondents 

said that “Guidance of the parish priest” is “fundamental” to them in comparison with only 68% among male 

parishioners. Similarly, 51% of women feel that “Human reason and understanding” is “fundamental” source of 

authority to them, but only 40% of men hold the same view. 

 

Fourth and similarly to many other subjects discussed earlier, the personal theological stance of the Orthodox 

laity and the way they defined their approach to Church life have strongest impact on their evaluation of the 

various sources of authority. See Fig. 83 on the next page. All church members, those who described their 

theological stance and approach to the Church life as “conservative,” “traditional,” “moderate” or “liberal,” 

have the same opinions about importance of the most important source of authority – the “Sacred Scripture.” A 

vast majority (89-94%) of all respondents said that this is “fundamental” source of authority. That is, personal 

“micro-theology” of parishioners has NO impact on their appreciation of the importance of the general 

Christian teachings.  

 

At the same time, more specific doctrinal beliefs and traditions associated with the Orthodox Church are more 

imperative for the “conservative” and “traditional” parishioners than for the “moderate” and “liberal” church 

members. 96% of “conservative” and 91% of “traditional” laity believe that “Doctrine and traditions of the 

Orthodox Church” are “fundamental” sources of authority in comparison with only 77% among parishioners 

who described their approach to Church life as “moderate” or “liberal.” 

 

The authority of clergy – both priests and bishops – has greater importance for “conservative” parishioners, 

while significantly fewer of the “traditional,” “moderate” and “liberal” church members think that the authority 

“Guidance of the parish priest” and “Guidance of ruling Bishop/Metropolitan” is “fundamental.” 

 

Finally and predictably, the sources of authority NOT associated with Church are much more important for the 

“moderate and “liberal” laity than for their “conservative” and “traditional” fellow parishioners. An absolute 

majority (53-57%) of “moderate-liberal” persons said that “Human reason and understanding” and “Personal 

experiences” are “fundamental” to them as the sources of authority, but only 36-42% of “conservative” and 

“traditional” respondents hold the same opinion.       
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Fig. 83 Theological Stance of the Orthodox Laity and their Opinions about Importance of Various 

Sources of Authority. 
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XII. Major Conclusions. 

 

The “Orthodox Church Today” was the first nationally representative survey-based study of American 

Orthodox laity – ordinary church members. Because of the pioneer character of this work, it had certain 

limitations which need to be acknowledged.  

 

First, it was limited to only two Orthodox jurisdictions (denominations) – the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of 

America (GOA) and the Orthodox Church in America (OCA). At the same time, the GOA and the OCA 

combined account for more than half of all American Orthodox Christians and parishes. Therefore, to a 

significant degree the outcomes of the “Orthodox Church Today” study reflect the “profile” of the American 

Orthodox community at large.  

 

Second, since this is the first time this type of study has been administered, we do not have longitudinal data. 

Therefore, at this point, we cannot document the persistency and consistency of the uncovered trends, patterns 

and phenomena. At the same time, we had abundant information from our earlier study of the American 

Orthodox clergy and some comparable data from the various studies of the members of the other American 

Christian Churches. In this report, we tried to blend all available data with the goal to get most comprehensive 

and accurate picture of American Orthodox laity at the beginning of the 21
st
 century. 

 

We would like to conclude this study by the brief reiteration of the five major findings.  

 

1. Orthodox Identity. 

We found that for most parishioners, “being Orthodox” is quite central and important part of their personal 

identities. That is, the American Orthodox laity may disagree on various church related matters and they are in 

fact deeply divided among themselves on certain issues, but they have a strong sense of their religious identity 

and clear preference for the Orthodox faith and church.  

 

We saw, for example, that nine in ten of our respondents feel that they “cannot imagine being anything but 

Orthodox.” Similarly, for nine in ten parishioners, passing the Orthodox faith to their children and keeping them 

in the Orthodox Church is essential. It should also be noted that for an overwhelming majority of parishioners, 

“Christianity” essentially means “Orthodox Christianity.” Indeed, eight out of ten parishioners think that “there 

is one best and true interpretation of the meaning of the Christian faith and the Orthodox Church comes closest 

to teaching it.” Finally, when we compared GOA and OCA members with the US Roman Catholics, we found 

that in various measures American Orthodox Christians adhere stronger to their Church.  
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At the same time, the clarity of religious preferences of American Orthodox Christians does not lead them to 

feelings of religious exclusiveness or to the condemnation of other religions. Very few (7-8%) church members 

claim that the Orthodox Church has a “monopoly” for the path to salvation and that “only members of the 

Orthodox Church can be saved.” For the majority of parishioners, commonly accepted norms of morality and 

social behavior are more important than their personal religious beliefs and practices. The sense of “Orthodox 

distinctiveness” does not result in the social self-isolation of the American Orthodox community. More than 

three quarters of our respondents have either half or even a majority of their personal friends outside of the 

Orthodox Church.      

 

The strong Orthodox identity does not mean that the ordinary people in the pews view their faith and religious 

obligations the way it is understood by the institutional Church. In other words, the “objective” Orthodox 

teachings, requirements and practices as described in various official Church documents may or may not be the 

same as the set of the “subjective” rules which laity hold for themselves in order to feel that one is a “good 

Orthodox Christian.” The reality is that most of Church members make personal choices among various norms 

of Church life, holding firmly to what they believe is central for their faith and approaching the rest as desirable 

but not really crucial. In brief, the personally held “creedal” beliefs in Jesus’ resurrection and Jesus’ actual 

presence in Eucharist are perceived by the Orthodox laity as the most fundamental criteria of being a “good 

Orthodox Christian.” To the contrary, the regular Church attendance, obeying the priest and observing Great 

Lent and fasting are seen by majority of parishioners as relatively non-essential for being a “good Orthodox 

Christian.”    

 

2. Generational Differences 

 

We paid particular attention to the differences in opinions and attitudes of the various generations of American 

Orthodox faithful. The major question was “Are there any strong and consistent lines of separation dividing 

generations of “grandparents” (those 65 years and older), “parents” (45-64 years old) and “children” (younger 

than 45)?” To a large extent, this crucial question was inspired by the numerous recent studies of the US Roman 

Catholics. It has become commonplace to acknowledge the gap and clear distinctions between pre-Vatican II 

Catholics (those born in 1940 or earlier), Vatican II Catholics (born 1940-1961) and post Vatican II Catholics 

(born after 1961). Most recent Catholic studies also divide the last category (post Vatican II Catholics) in two 

separate groups: generation “X” (born 1961-1980) and generation “Y” (born 1980 and later) (D’Antonio 2007, 

Hayes 2007). These generations of US Roman Catholics are clearly different in many important ways.  
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Further, in his influential book “Evolving Visions of Priesthood,” Dean Hoge pointed to a fact that the younger 

(post Vatican II generation) Roman Catholic priests are in many ways more conservative than the clergy who 

belong to Vatican II generation and that the attitudes of the younger Catholic priests resemble more those of 

their “grandparents” – the priests from pre-Vatican II Council generation. However, there is no such trend 

among US Roman Catholic laity. Hoge arrived to a conclusion that “young laity and young priests are moving 

in different directions” and that “in the future, the gap can be expected to widen” (Hoge 2003: 133).  

 

Is this pattern true for American Orthodox Christianity? The general answer to this question is “No.” First, in 

our earlier study of American Orthodox clergy (Krindatch 2006), we found that the generational divides among 

American Orthodox clergy are much less pronounced and cover fewer subjects and areas of Church life than 

this is the case among US Roman Catholic clergy. Second, the data from the current study lead us to the same 

conclusion: the generational differences among American Orthodox laity occurred only on certain topics and 

issues.  

 

For example, the generations of “children,” “parents” and “grandparents” agree on which areas of priestly work 

are more and which are less important, but they have somewhat different visions for clergy as being either 

promoter of changes and innovation or bearers of established traditions. Different age-groups also show various 

preferences for either “cultic” or “servant-leader” model of pastoral leadership. Similarly, generational 

differences are virtually non-existent on subjects related to “Religious ‘Particularism’ and Ecumenism,” but 

they are significant in the case of issues dealing with “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church.”     

 

Finally and most importantly, the differences between “grandparents,” “parents” and “children” are not 

consistent. In some cases, the “children” seem to be more conservative in their attitudes and approaches than 

their “parents” and “grandparents,” while in other cases the pattern is opposite.           

 

In summary, generational differences are present in American Orthodox community, but they cover only limited 

number of issues in Church life and are not consistent or strong enough in order to speak about “generational 

gaps” and “clear lines of separation” between generations of Orthodox faithful. However, we make this 

conclusion with one important reservation. Unfortunately, we did not have enough data to look specifically at 

the generation of “Millennials” also known as generation “Y” – young people in their early and mid 20s, born 

around or after 1980. At the same time, various anecdotal information, the focus-groups and in-depth interviews 

conducted in the local parishes suggest that the “grandchildren” can vary significantly from the generations of 

“children,” “parents” and “grandparents” in their sense of “being Orthodox,” in the way they understand Church 

rules and traditions, as well as in their social attitudes.  
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3. Problems Facing the Church. 

The Orthodox laity, both the members of GOA and OCA, feel that the main problems in the Church today are: 

“That parents don’t teach their children the faith the way they should,” “That youth and young adults are not as 

involved in the Church as much as they should be,” and “That parishioners no longer live up to the obligations 

involved in practicing the Orthodox faith.” In other words, parishioners are most seriously concerned with the 

question of the next generation of the Orthodox faithful in America (their proper religious upbringing by the 

parents and their actual involvement into Church life) and with the issue of religious commitment of current 

Church members.  

 

It should be noted that in their opinions about major challenges facing the Church the American Orthodox 

Christians are not unique. The data from comparable studies of the Roman Catholic Church indicate that the 

same three problems are equally urgent for US Roman Catholics. 

 

Our study also examined opinions of parishioners about most important issues that ought to be brought to a 

public forum and discussed openly in the Church. We found that there is a remarkable agreement between GOA 

and OCA members, between various generations of parishioners, between cradle Orthodox and converts to 

Orthodoxy, and between persons with more conservative or more liberal theological positions about two by far 

most urgent subjects for an open discussion in the Church: “Youth and young adults leaving the Church” and 

“Relationship between mainstream American culture and traditions and requirements of the Orthodox Church.” 

 

Three further subjects have been also identified by a significant proportion of Orthodox laity as being “very 

important” for an open Church discussion: “Representation of the local parish at decision making on the 

diocesan or national level,” “The issue of ‘ethnic’ versus ‘American’ parishes,” and “Issue of interfaith 

(Orthodox – non-Christian) marriages.” 

 

The anxiety of Church members to raise and to debate openly the issue of “youth leaving the Church” is 

consistent with their vision of the major problems facing the Church. The fact that “relationship between 

mainstream American culture and traditions and requirements of the Orthodox Church” is also seen as very 

urgent question indicates that many American Orthodox Christians (despite the high proportion of them being 

American-born) struggle to reconcile the norms and rules of the Orthodox Church with the realities of the 

everyday life in mainstream American society.  
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The strong unanimity of laity on the two subjects which are most urgent for an open Church discussion (“Issue 

of youth and young adults leaving Orthodox Church” and “Relationship between mainstream American culture 

and traditions and requirements of the Orthodox Church) gives a clear indication for the national Church 

leadership as to what requires particular attention, consideration and action. 

 

4. The “Shepherds” and the “Flock:” Laity’s Vision of the Orthodox Clergy. 

 

In this study, we asked Orthodox laypeople numerous questions about parish clergy in general and about their 

priests, in particular. The most important message is that American Orthodox priests enjoy a quite high level of 

popularity and confidence among their faithful. For instance, nine in ten parishioners feel that there is a good 

match between parish community and their priest. More than three quarters of our respondents would encourage 

their sons to become priests.    

 

Further, it seems that Church members value the leadership qualities of the ordinary parish clergy higher than 

those of the Church hierarchs – the Bishops and Metropolitans. Indeed, 87% of parishioners believe that “on the 

whole parish priests do a good job,” but only 57% of them think that “Orthodox bishops in America strive to 

guide the Church wisely and competently.” When we asked parishioners about importance of the various 

sources of authority, three in four respondents said that “guidance of their parish priest” is “fundamental” to 

them as a source of authority, but less than half (49%) of parishioners said the same about their bishops. 

 

We learned that “leading worship and administering sacraments” is seen by the laity as by far most important 

single area of clergy’ work. The other major duties of the parish priests from the perspective of parishioners 

include: “teaching parishioners about Orthodox doctrine and traditions,” “offering guidance and being spiritual 

role model,” and “visiting, helping and counseling parishioners.” On the contrary, such areas of pastoral work 

as “providing vision and goals for the parish future,” “administering the work of a parish,” “reaching out to non-

Orthodox people,” and “training parishioners for various Church ministries” are seen by the people in the pews 

as secondary and relatively unimportant. In several ways, this “job description” of the American Orthodox 

clergy is different from what American Roman Catholics and Protestants think about major duties of their 

pastors.  

 

We also tried to identify the preferences of the American Orthodox laity for either “cultic” or “servant-leader” 

model of priesthood and pastoral leadership. At this point, a strong majority of parishioners favor more “cultic” 

rather than “servant-leader” model.  
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More than three quarters of respondents view their parish clergy as “men set apart” and believe that ordination 

to the priesthood means an entirely new status which makes them different from the laity. No more than one-

fourth of the Church members feel that this special distinct status of clergy is a hindrance in creating true 

Christian community. Also, a dominant majority of parishioners are willing to recognize the ultimate authority 

of their priests in a parish and think that “in the case of disagreements with laity, priests should have final 

authority in the parish.”  

 

However, this preference of the American Orthodox Christians for the “cultic” model of priesthood should not 

be overestimated. In reality, in a majority of parishes (53%) there is a balance between priest’s and laity input 

on decision making so that “priest inspires parishioners to act by themselves, but acts alone if he believes it is 

needed.” In almost one-third (32%) of parishes, the lay members are largely in charge of decision-making. And 

in only 15% of parishes the situation is opposite and “priest makes most of decisions, parishioners generally 

follow him.” When we looked at the data from the other studies, we found that proportions of Orthodox 

parishes where clergy either take full charge over life of a congregation or, to the contrary, cooperate closely 

with members are very similar to the US Protestant denominations and to the Roman Catholic Church.  

 

Furthermore, the self-declared readiness of the people in the pews to obey their pastors should also not be 

overemphasized. Although three-quarters of parishioners said that guidance of their parish priests is 

“fundamental” to them as a source of authority, more than half of them also think that one still can be 

considered a “good Orthodox Christian” without obeying his or her parish priest.    

 

Are the general attitudes and approaches of ordinary parishioners towards various norms and areas of Church 

life reflective those of their priests? The general answer to this crucial question is “Yes.” We found that the 

“shepherds” and their “flock” have similar vision for most subjects and questions related to the “Status of 

Priesthood,” “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church,” “Changes and Innovations in the Church,” and 

“Religious ‘Particularism’ and Ecumenism.”   

 

However, there is one particular issue on which clergy and laity clearly disagree - the process of selection of the 

parish priests. Almost half (45%) of parishioners think that the Orthodox parishes should have the right to 

choose their priests by themselves, but less than one-quarter (22%) of parish clergy would favor this idea.     
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5. The Power of “Micro-theology.” 

Not all Orthodox Christians are equally “Orthodox.” In fact, our study provided numerous evidences that the 

gaps between the “left” and the “right” wings in American Orthodoxy, and between “conservative-traditional” 

and “moderate-liberal” Church camps are very wide. 

 

As Orthodox theologian Aristotle Papanikolau has pointed out, the inability to adapt to American cultural 

pluralism has led to an increasing fragmentation of American Orthodox Christian community. That is “within 

the Orthodox churches in America you have diverse interpretations and appropriations of the traditions that lead 

to diverse theologies that span the spectrum of the extremes of the so-called ‘Culture Wars’” (Papanikolau, 

2008). The “Orthodox Church Today” study examined this thesis by looking at the theologically based divisions 

among church members. In order to do so, we used the concept of the four types orthopraxy proposed by Anton 

Vrame (Vrame 2008). These four types of religiously motivated behavior (“conservative,” “traditional,” 

“moderate” and “liberal”) are based on the degree of willingness of Orthodox individuals and communities to 

accept changes and innovations in the Church, and to adapt to life in a culturally and religiously pluralistic 

American society. 

 

Four findings are of particular importance and provide good insight into question of “why” and “how” various 

Orthodox parishes organize their lives in the very distinct ways. 

 

First, the relative majority (41%) of church members prefer to be in the safe “middle” and describe their 

personal theological position and general approach to church life as being “traditional.” Yet, quite sizeable 

factions of Orthodox laity identify themselves with either “conservative” (28%) or “moderate-liberal” (31%) 

Church camps. That is, the American Orthodox laity, the GOA and OCA members are deeply divided among 

themselves in their personal “micro-theologies.”  

 

Second, the conservative-liberal “profile” of American Orthodox laity resembles that of their parish clergy. That 

is, the “shepherds” and their “flock,” the priests and their parishioners have fairly similar proportions of persons 

who think of themselves as being either “conservative,” or “traditional,” or “moderate-liberal.”  

 

Third, there is no relationship between individual theological stance and general approach to Church life of 

American Orthodox Christians, on the one hand, and their age, religious upbringing, or “denominational 

culture,” on the other hand. That is, younger and older Church members, cradle Orthodox and converts to 

Orthodoxy, GOA and OCA clergy and parishioners are equally likely to be found in either “liberal-moderate” 

or “traditional” or “conservative” Church camps. 
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Fourth, we found that the greatest differences in the approach of American Orthodox clergy and laity to the 

various aspects of Church life are based not on distinctions between various Orthodox jurisdictions 

(denominations), and not on variations between different age-groups, or between cradle-Orthodox Christians 

and converts to Orthodoxy, but on their individually chosen “micro-theological” stance. That is, the self-

identification of the priests and parishioners as being either “liberal” or “moderate” or “traditional” or 

“conservative” serves as the strongest predictor for their attitudes towards wide range of issues related to 

“Status of Priesthood,” “Democracy and Pluralism in the Church,” “Changes and Innovations in the Church,” 

and “Religious ‘Particularism’ and Ecumenism.”   
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