
Lesson 12 
 

Big Questions: How does an understanding of “the Communion Model” help to explain 
some of the ways that Orthodox Christians worship God? 
 
Key Points 
Teachers should understand these few, key points before the lesson, and students should take 
these points away from the class. 
 

A. In “the communion model,” material creation is not the enemy of God.  
B. God actually communicates with us through material creation. 
C. With this understanding, Orthodox practices -- including our veneration of icons, our 

veneration of the saints, and our blessing of the waters -- makes sense. 
 
Review 
Ask students: 

1. What did we learn last class? Review your notes and rewrite a key point or takeaway that 
you found significant. If you were absent, your job is to review the student guide from 
last class and then ask your fellow students questions about the points they’re about to 
share. 

Give them 3 or so minutes to review and write, then ask them:  
 Share what you’ve written (go around the room systematically to get feedback) 
 Then ask students who were absent last class: do you have any questions they have about 

their points? Students may not be able to answer their questions, and that’s okay. You can 
affirm the question, and if it’s easy to answer yourself, do so. And if not, say “We’ll hold 
on to that question to see if it’s answered in any of the future classes.” 

 
Finally, review any key points from last class that were missed, especially if they are really 
important for this upcoming lesson.  
 
Opening Reflection 
Say something like: 
 Last week, we learned how Orthodox Christians explain God’s relationship with the 
world. The Church teaches that God is present in creation, but not everything is God.  
 Today, we’re going to take this concept a step further by asking how this is particularly 
relevant to our liturgical tradition.  
 How does the way we worship remind us of God’s relationship to the world, according to 
the “communion model”? 

 
Preparation for Video Clip 
 
This time, we will listen to a short excerpt from Dr. Papanikolaou to begin our lesson.  
 

2. Fill in points Dr. Papanikolaou makes in this video clip. 



a. In the communion model, _____material creation_____ is not the 
_____enemy_____ of God. 

b. God actually ____communicates____with us____ through material 
creation_____. 

 
Reflection on Video 

 Review the “key points” from the video clip.  
 You may have noticed that the end of the lecture, Dr. Papanikolaou mentions that the 

way that the Orthodox worship begins to “make sense” once you understand what the 
Orthodox believe about God’s presence in the world. What does he mean by this? Let’s 
take a closer look at this image and consider our own worship so we can expand upon 
this idea.” 
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3. What does this church (the way that it’s physically set up, and the way that we physically 
worship) say about God’s relationship to the world?  
 
4. Read the story of St. Vladimir, Prince of Kiev, and his conversion to Orthodox Christianity.  
 

There is a story in the Russian Primary Chronicle of how Vladimir, Prince of Kiev, while 
still a pagan, desired to know which was the true religion, and therefore sent his followers 
to visit the various countries of the world in turn. They went first to the Moslem Bulgars of 
the Volga, but observing that these when they prayed gazed around them like men 
possessed, the Russians continued on their way dissatisfied. ‘There is no joy among them,’ 



they reported to Vladimir, ‘but mournfulness and a great smell; and there is nothing good 
about their system.’ Traveling next to Germany and Rome, they found the worship more 
satisfactory, but complained that here too it was without beauty. Finally they journeyed to 
Constantinople, and here at last, as they attended the Divine Liturgy in the great Church of 
the Holy Wisdom, they discovered what they desired. ‘We knew not whether we were in 
heaven or on earth, for surely there is no such splendour or beauty anywhere upon earth. 
We cannot describe it to you: only this we know, that God dwells there among men, and that 
their service surpasses the worship of all other places. For we cannot forget that beauty.’ 

In this story can be seen several features characteristic of Orthodox Christianity. There is first the 
emphasis upon divine beauty: we cannot forget that beauty. It has seemed to many that the peculiar 
gift of Orthodox peoples — and especially of Byzantium and Russia — is this power of perceiving 
the beauty of the spiritual world, and expressing this celestial beauty in their worship. 

In the second place it is characteristic that the Russians should have said, we knew not whether we 
were in heaven or on earth. Worship, for the Orthodox Church, is nothing else than ‘heaven on 
earth.’ The Holy Liturgy is something that embraces two worlds at once, for both in heaven and 
on earth the Liturgy is one and the same — one altar, one sacrifice, one presence. In every place 
of worship, however humble its outward appearance, as the faithful gather to perform the 
Eucharist, they are taken up into the ‘heavenly places;’ in every place of worship when the Holy 
Sacrifice is offered, not merely the local congregation are present, but the Church universal — the 
saints, the angels, the Mother of God, and Christ himself. ‘Now the celestial powers are present 
with us, and worship invisibly’ (Words sung at the Great Entrance in the Liturgy of the Pre-
sanctified). This we know, that God dwells there among men. 

Orthodox, inspired by this vision of ‘heaven on earth,’ have striven to make their worship in 
outward splendour and beauty an icon of the great Liturgy in heaven.  

-- Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, in The Orthodox Church 

Closing Reflection 
 
5. What do you think about the quotation that follows? “Beauty will save the world.” - Fyodor 
Dostoevsky, Russian novelist and Orthodox Christian 
 
6. Have you ever had an experience with beauty that has reminded you of God? Write your 
thoughts. 
 
7. Any final thoughts? 
 
Close with any of the key points that they might not have addressed in their own 
sharing/discussion. 
 
 
At this point, you may choose to hand out the “Key Points” summary page for this lesson.  
 
 


