The
convergence

By JANET FARRELL
LEONTIOU, PhD

Sunday, I will participate in what
Greek Orthodoxy calls Chrismation.
When a baby is baptized in the
Greek Orthodox Church, she or he is
simultancously baptized and Chris-
mated. For the convert, like me, it is
a day to "put on Christ." I took off
Christ many years ago. I was raised
Catholic, went to a Catholic elemen-
tary school and was confirmed within
the Roman Catholic Church some 30
ycars ago. I do not remember ever
having a positive response to rcligion
as it was presented to mec at St
Thomas Aquinas. I went through the
religious rituals because it was ex-
pected of me. When it came time to
marry, I married in the Greek Or-
thodox Church, not because 1 pre-
ferred it, but because it did not mat-
ter to me. My husband was and is
Greck Orthodox and we decided that
his religion was more important to
him. I did not convert then and I
remember feeling excluded from that
which was ritualized before me. That
was almost 20 years ago and I am
now entering the Greck Orthodox
‘Church because I choose to.

We moved to a new community
two years ago. On my husband's
birthday, he announced that he want-
ed to go to church. We had never
attended church in this town. His
birthday coincided with Greek Or-
lox Palm Sunday I agxccd to

and this is what he wanted
never expected to receive
{ If. The s,ongre-

potluck dinner the night of the con-
cert that seemed to come together
without effort. The students gathered
in a circle around the church and
surrounded the congregation with
song. 1 felt like we were surrounded
by angels.

The next week, I initiated our visit
to church. I had begun to look for-
ward to attending church on Sun-
days. I began to talk to my studcnts
about the man that I met who was a’
gifted rhetorician. At this point, I did
not tell my students that this man was
a priest and I was responding to his
homilies. T was still uncomfortable
with the whole idea of church yet
something was happening in me.
Each time I listened to Fr. Ernest
Arambiges speak, I cried. Something
in me was breaking,

This time, instcad of resisting it as
I had done in the past, I decided to
accept it, trust it and follow it. I men-
tioned to my husband that I was in-
terested in joining the church, but I
first wanted to speak with the priest
to find out if they would receive a
non-Orthodox in their midst. We
arrived for our meeting with Fr. Er-
nest one evening in April. T told him
how out of character this initiation
was for me and that I did not know
what I was doing there. He told me
to let God work in his own way.

He then told us that he was
brought out of retirement as an in-
terim priest for this church. He said,
"I do not know what I am doing here
either. I do not know why I am in
Rye. Maybe it is to meet you." I
remember thinking that this was one
of the most gracious people I had
ever met. When we left that meeting
with In. Drnest, we knew that he

,,,,,,, be leaving in July to return to
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ve me a text and we agreed
first assignment. Fr. Ernest
anticipated my question and reas-
sured me by saying that when we
came to the end of our meetings, it
will be my choice whether or not to
contact him. Whatever I choose to do
would be fine with him. There was
“,khtno expected of me. I felt re-
ieved knowing that I could let go of
any :_‘.‘::"."“nt to outcome.

be continued)
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I met with Fr. Ernest Friday afternoons for two
months. I never could have expected nor pre-
dicted what happened. I was moving in a direc-
tion that I had never moved before. I did not
know where I was going but I knew that I liked it.
I enjoyed the readings and I loved the discussions
with Fr. Ernest. I am a professor of communica-
tions at a community college in New York. The
semester at school was coming to an end. The
semester's end is often bittersweet. I am delighted
to have some time to think, read and write, but
leaving my students is difficult at times.

I left cach meeting feeling fed. Our meetings
were sometimes didactic and sometimes an easy
exchange of stories. Once when we were discus-
sing prayer, I told Fr. Ernest that I did not pray.
He said, "Let's stop here. Tell me about that." Fr.
Ernest, like other exceptional teachers, has the
unique ability to teach didactically while still
creating a space for the student. As an educator,
I know that it is the relationship that the teacher
has with the subject that is most instructional. In
Fr. Ernest's presence, I learned what it meant to
have a profound relationship with one's God. I
have been lucky enough to know teachers of
tremendous integrity where what is taught is
integrated into how one lives. I had never en-
countered someone who could accomplish this
within a religious institution. Fr. Ernest shared
aspects of his life with me and I shared stories of

my life with him. I liked the person I became in-

his company. He brought out in me my capacity
to be accepting and flexible — qualities I do not
always exhibit. The word 'educate’ means to lead
out from darkness. The‘excellent teacher does not
add something to the student, he or she brings out
what is already there but may lay dormant.
Because Fr. Ernest is honest with himself and
others, he creates the possibility for me to be
more honest with myself and others. He always
accepted what I brought to our meetings. One day
1 told him that his words from the previous week
were unsettling because I felt like I was dis-
missed. He and I both share a passionate interest
in words. I asked him about the etymology of the
word "unction." He said that he did not know
(which I greatly respected) and immediately
looked it up in the dictionary. The dictionary
offered the meaning 'to anoint with oil." It did not
tell us anything that we did not already know. I
wondered aloud about how the negative conno-
tation of 'unctuous' from the word unction. Fr.
Ernest said "How should I know? Do your home-
work." The comment felt like a dismissal yet I
did not say anything when it happened. I felt
embarrassed — that what I had asked was inap-
propriate. I never had this experience with Fr.
Ernest before and it stayed with me throughout
the week. I was disappointed in myself for not
addressing it when it occurred. I noticed some-
thing interesting happen that week. I had lost
some enthusiasm for the assigned readings. That
one interpretation of Fr. Ernest's comment was
coloring my experience. This feeling brought me
immediately back to my students. How often did

I lose students because of an interpretation of
_ something I said? I thought of one student in - -
_particular who stayed in the class but I knew the = .,

precise moment in the semester when 1 lost her. 1
made 2 comment to her about her unwillingness

i tepped a boundary with
il i have
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interpretations to cach other during our time
together rather than carry them and allow them to
fester. It should always be so casy.

The Lessons

As I began to read and to discuss what I was
reading with Fr. Ernest, everything began to fit
and fall into place. I saw many connections
between what I was teaching, my area of re-
search, how I was introduced to my field as an
undergraduate and religion. I teach college level
communications courses. I try to invite my stu-
dents into the relationship that I have with my
discipline — a relationship that I was invited to
participate in as an undergraduate. The writing of
my PhD dissertation was, in a sense, a coming
home for me. My meetings with Fr. Ernest were
a second homecoming. I was introduced to my
discipline by Larry Rosenfield. Larry's area of
research is cpideictic rhetoric.! Although I did not
know it at the time, regardless of the course I
took with Larry, I was receiving instruction in

.epideictic rhetoric.

Epideictic rhetoric, according to_ Aristotle, was
one of three types of rhetoric.? Deliberative
thetoric occurs when one deliberates about a
course of action such as what occurs in political
speeches. Forensic rhetoric occurs when one -
establishes the guilt or innocence of someone
tried in a court of law. Epideictic rhetoric is
ceremonial speech and its primary function is to
blame or praise. Aristotle said, however, that
epideictic rhetoric is not just a type of speech but
a way of being in the world. We all make choices
to either celebrate or disparage and those choices
dictate our attitudes to the world and our place in
it. For my PhD dissertation, I returned to the
teachings I rcceived as an undergraduate and was
able to come (o it with a new understanding and
appreciation. 1 applied Larry's writings about

epideictic to the film Babette's Feast.> Although
there is much rcligion in Babette's Feast, 1 stayed
away from this rcading because I was not a
student of theology. I wrote about how the food
in the film is a perfect vehicle for conveying an
understanding about epideictic.

I now understand that what the ancient Greeks
understood as epideictic, we may access through
religion. On its most basic level, Church is a
place set apart to rehearse us in praising, celebrat-
ing, remembering, accepting and giving thanks.
These are also the characteristics of epideictic
rhetoric. The ancient Greeks talked about the
world as veiled. There are moments when that
veil is lifted and these are what we would call
epiphanies. For a moment, "all things were made
new" (St. John). The epiphany quickly fades into
oblivion and therefore needs us to preserve it 2ad
bear witness to it. In religion, theophany is when
God becomes present. We need to hold this
appearance and speak it. According to the phil-
osopher Martin Heidegger, all thinking is after-
thought because we first have the experience and
then we recall it by making present what is now
bsent. He speaks how thinking is an act of
remembrance and how thinking is thanking.*

hen we think, we are engaged in an act of
gratitude. ‘ B

From my study of religion, the words of grate-
ful response stayed with me. The presence of God ™
in one's life induces an attitude of grateful re-
sponse. A grateful response: tos lifesis *what' the

ancicnts ‘spoke "about’when' they spokeabout

epideictic. I teach my students'that’lie etymology

of the word 'response’ is to pour liquids to the
ods.

¢ Epideictic is saying 'yes' to all life brings and

maintain an attitude of thankfulness for all that is

=iven us. To be thankful for all and not just that

ife easy, is ofteitimes a chal-
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The Teaching _ ,

Of course, the words communication and
communion are etymologically linked. I spoke
this often in the classroom but when I did, I was
speaking of a communion between people and
not a communion between God and me. The
effect my teaching has had on my students re-
cently has surprised me. One student told me last
semester that he began to read the Bible as a
result of this class. His response surprised me
because I did not explicitly discuss religion in my
class. Maybe it is just another example of how
students may teach the instructor where she is
headed before she realizes the direction herself.
One day during a corporate training program,
where I was teaching interpersonal communica-
tion, one woman said that she felt like she had a
spiritual experience in the program. At first, I was
mystified by this comment. Thinking it over, I
realized that this woman was experiencing plea-
sure, she was working with others and she was
creating. I then came to understand that these
qualities are the characteristics of spirituality.

1 also had made many connections between the
religious instruction and my teaching. In some
instances, I gained more appreciation for that
which I thought I understood. Looking back,
some seem so obvious that I cannot believe that
I missed them. This experience, too, connects me |
back to the experience of the learner. I had ‘
known, for instance, and had- taught that the I
etymology of the word Eucharist means gratitude. |
My students read an article entitled The Stranger |

. Within’ and we discuss how hospitality is a way
to being in the world. The article provides an
excellent platform for discussing how we need to
choose whether or not to invite the stranger in
and make him/her a guest or keep the stranger out
and make him/her an enemy. The article speaks
about the etymology of the word "host' meaning
guest (as in the word 'hospitality') or enemy (as in
the word 'hostile'). I tell my students that there is
a third meaning for the word host and that is
Eucharist. I tell them, too, that the etymology of
the word Eucharist means gratitude but I never
before made the connection that Eucharist comes
from the Greek evcharisto, meaning 'I thank you'
in Greek. I did not realize this until Fr. Ernest
spoke it. This awareness makes me more fully
appreciate that miraculous moment when the
student gets what I am teaching. ‘

Connected to the lesson on the stranger, I
conduct an exercise on the students’ reception to
the unfamiliar. I bring in a variety of objects that
I think the students will have a' difficult time
identifying. I have items picked up on my travels

to. other cultures. Some items come from my
Cypriot mother-in-law. One of her items is a
stamp used for making the offering bread for
church (the prosphoron). I knewthat the stamp
was used when the family made the altar bread
but I did not know the significance of the symbols
etched in the stamp. Once it was explained to me,
the object meant more to me.  + .

Iinfrod_ucc my students to the idea of the Greek I was free to change. Early in the school term,
logos. This word is sometimes translated as word, S?’:T;.Stc;.hf% ter ms"prolcess ar%d Ilarfoducdt. I thin
sometimes; as:meaning . but it means both the hat this difference is a lesson for life and one th
thought.and, the. word. It conveysythe sense that, I aﬁnusulg lcammgh. M(})}st of my students are i
the V[VQTd blls nc;_t Jll\lsé sotmetgmg Ergxp}};ed‘f(l)n but is gge cfztzollegg:fii gtre?fo av% .bﬁen told _théit ]E}}:c
Inextricably linked to thought. Furthermore, - T a high-paying job. The
words are creative — they do things. I had always are in school with their eyes focused 0; the resul
m?dc a perfunc;ltorg reference to t}l:c biblical ;fti]:a?r?i)rlgm;o I;f;’;'uigc ]tn SCh%o] f(t)r the% plea;gri
reference..."in the beginning was the word..." S ents are burnt out from hig
But, honestly, I did not respond to the religious school. It hfrequ;ntly takes me a semester t
rﬁfcrence. ]% xgvzj understand that Jesus Christ is gvo.?; 1(;1cle tthem td;%t Comé”g. Sl g fgxperlencc
the word of God. He came to earth to be God's Wi only the end in mind, is a sure-fire way tc
"language" in speaking to men and women. destroy the experience. The context of dating

For my students, the notion that they have a Usually drives the point home. Those who enter :
choice is an important eye-opener. They do not dating relationship with a focus on marriage ol
need to react but instead may choose to respond. Cchildren, end up destroying the relationship. The
A reaction, I teach, is kneejerk whereas a re. relatanship is usually dest.royed because the one
sponse cq?siders options and c%nscqul;ancc(:is. For :v\:):yxa‘}fgc;\;sed ,Ortl manfiﬁge (;lé'lVCS .tfhe other
instance if someone curses at them, they do not y. e 1S true with an 1dea — if we start
need to retaliate in anger. They each choose !© thmk_about the application <7:)f an idea too soon,
whether to help or hurt every moment of every it 10ses its power to generate. : :
dafy. This 1ts wé’xat the relxgxtous llxterature mcaﬁfl by qu?srtngrliigi ;;iigronse to bgm up Jgetas mtt};e
referring to humans as temples, as a walkin pragmatism. oome 1deas need to gestate
church. To choose to be a wzlking church is tc% for a while. If they agree with my claims up to
choose to celebrate and when one chooses this, this point, Iintroduce the parallel to education. If
one's language will be commemorative. If one the student enters college focused on getting out,
chooses to disparage, to knock down, the person they are qnsuring that they will learn nothing. The
usually searches for others with whom he/she Paradox is that frequently these students do not
may commiserate. These are two ways of being in 6C€1ve the grades they desire because they are
the world and the choice is entirely our own. 1Ot engaged. Engage with the educational pro-
Ultimately, we are the ones who create hell for ¢SS I tell them and usually the grades will come.
ougsgl.vels) —d through our own prideful rebellion ;ghgjg';}lt%zt}gl:?;e‘;ndﬁf;hrg wgl::vg ec?rc;sen

: . : h ; v ns-
3::: hal\fé) tlfe f;&iéltggrlesﬁg ;ﬁg;gﬁéﬁigﬁcr) 2 fogned through the educational pyrocess. This last

As stated earlier, th.eA etymology of word 're- g:) 1tx}t 1t§ th% really scary part. I think that this

spond' is to pour liquids to the gods. The ety Sistinction between process and product perme-

> ] sOES. Y™ ates every aspect of life. We do not speak words
mology informs us that when we choose to re- we are our words. We do not live within cultures,
spond, we are engaging in a holy act. I believe, in : e

. . W€ are our cu )
accordance with the philosopher Hans-George ltures. We do not go to church, we

Gadamer, words are previous accomplishments of pile Ehach '
) S 4 , The footnotes / ]
thought.® Martin Heidegger, another German % es.and works cited are on file for

philosopher, believed thay thiough the word e review in the offices of The Hellenic Chronicle.

~ould access the ancient Greek understanding of (Tobe condimcd)
the world. English words originate mostly from
Greek or Latin and if we only stop to wonder
about.the word, we will be brought back to an
ancient or classical experience in the world. Each
word contains a story in its etymology and most
ctymologies are experiential. The words have the
capacity-to bring us closer to our own experience
instead of getting lost in the abstraction. I believe,
along with Gadamer and Heidegger, that words
contain traces. I resisted, however, prayer and
creed as providing us with traces. I now under-
stand that through the centuries, humans have
experienced some aspect of God and they have

formulated prayers and creeds that bear witness
to their experience. Whereas before, I was resis-
tant and treated religious language in the separate
category from all other words. I am now more
willing to trust the. process. I finally realized that
I do many things that I may not be motivated to
do. I practice yoga, for instance, because I trust
that if I commit and practice the postures along
with the breathing, something will happen — the
results can be neither predicted nor intended. I
now enter prayer with the same spirit. It is some-
thing I needed to learn how to do. :

I now trust myself to engage with religion. I
had to learn to become humble. I did not under-
stand it so I built up a wall of resistance. I did
exactly what my students do in the classroom. My
job, as an educator, is to break through my stu-
dents' walls of resistance while respecting the
walls. This patience and respect is what Fr.

EmESl‘ extended to me. ’ﬂnm&j Snace \wwac nraatad
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Of course, much of religious doctrines is
-aradoxical. I arrived for one of my meetings
vith Fr. Ernest contemplating the words Ortho-
dox and paradox. The root word, doxa, figures in
my teaching. Doxa, in Greek, means opinion and
dokei mou means 'it appears to me.' Our opinions
are based on how the world appears to us. It is
important to understand that our opinions are
based on perceptions and our perceptions are
based on our experiences, background, education,
gender, etc. The word 'Orthodox,’ as in Greek
Orthodox, means of correct opinion. I immedi-
ately felt uncomfortable with this meaning since
I spend a good deal of time tiring to invite my
students to understand another's opinion. The text
I read with Fr. Ernest, however, did say that the
Orthodoxy was correct opinion but it aiso said it
was a paradox, meaning that it was beyond or
above opinion.* I felt more comfortable with this

‘admission.

My courses emphasize paradox in the sense of
seemingly contradictory statements that may be
nonetheless true. As I mentioned earlier, the word
host' contains paradox. It could mean guest or
enemy. The paradox indicates that we need to
exercise judgment as to whether we invite the
stranger into our homes or keep the stranger at

. arm'’s length. There is also a paradox surrounding
the Eucharist — when we give of ourselves, we
receive. Interpersonally, it is always true that

. when I give, I receive. I now understand the

. getting in the giving in the religious communion

'+ as well as I understand this conc pt interperson-
ally.

Most words have multiple meanings and this is
what distinguishes a sign from a symbol. A

symbol may represent many things whereas a sign
represents one thing. For instance, if I say the
word "chair" it could mean a chair in the room
we are in, a chair in my home, the head of a
committee or department, or even the electric

~ chair. This ambiguity is what makes language
infuriating, funny and magical. Many arguments
happen because what one person means is not
what the other interprets. The etymology of the
word 'symbol' means something broken apart and
the two parts shared by guest and host. The host
would keep half and the guest would be given the
other half. Should they come together in the
future, they could remember (meaning to make
whole) the hospitality they once shared. Our
symbols that we share provide us with the story
of hospitality in the etymology of the word 'sym-
bol.' In class, I use a cookie to represent the word
symbol. I ask each student to take one, break it
apart and share it with their partner. The reli gious
and communal meaning was not lost on me but it

Is now more rich with meaning,

The bread and wine ip church are symbols,
they represent something else. Of course, they
represent the body and blood of Christ. Through
eating the host, I make Jesus Christ part of me.
"Do this" the faithfu] are told, "in remembrance
of me." When I eat make something outside me,
part of me. When I remember, something is made
whole and something outside me becomes part of
me. This is why we have memorial services so
that we bring the deceased back to the community
ind make ‘the community whole again. The
Jreeks.h,a\:e a beautiful ritual to commermorate a

to church a dish culled kolliva which is made The mosaics contained scenes from mytholog

from grains, seeds,
item of the recipe is symbolic and the congrega-
tion will then
liturgy. T wrote about the role of food as an
avenue to epideictic rhetoric within the film
Babette's Feast. I am now extending my thinking
to how food is connected to thinking, remember-
ing and being in the world to ciher food films.

Fr. Ernest shared with me his frustration that
during communion, so few choose to receive. As
he put it, the congregation is saying 'no' to
Christ's invitation. How often I felt my own
frustration when I witnessed students turning
down the invitation — the invitation to participate .
in the class discussion, to respond to each other, |
to engage with their own education. I also realize
that all I can do as an educator is to extend the
invitation. I now realize that all these years, I was
saying 'yes' to life while still saying 'no’ to having
Jesus Christ in my life. All of the concepts that I
have been teaching, I needed to learn. The con-
cept that best encapsulates this lesson is listening.
Listening requires us to step away from our ego
and attempt to understand (to literally stand under
the other). The etymology of the word 'listen'
means to obey. In the past, I would havz balked
at the word 'obey.' I now understand that the word
means to have the humility required to see the
world through someone else's point-of-view.
When couples married, they used to make a vow
to love, cherish and obey. We have removed the
word 'obey' from the Titual when maybe we
should have rediscovered what the word could
mean if we did not interpret it in our modern
dichotomy of oppression.and subordination. The
etymology of the word humility' ~ frequently
misunderstood within the same framework —
comes from the Latin ‘humus' meaning fertile soil.
From our humility, we can choose to make con-
nection with our God and our fellow humans. It
is our ego that prevents connection.

When the prosphoron is cut by the Greek
Orthodox priest, it is placed on a paten or dish.
Each area of the plate is reversed for different
groups — the living, the dead, the nine orders and
the priest. The plate represents the universe. It is
a visual representation of all that should be

remcmberedvthrough the communion. I have
learned through my study of Greek Orthodoxy

that the church communicates messages nonverb-
ally. As I enter the church, I am greeted by the
icon or the image. I may kiss the icon as I would
kiss the host of a dinner when I arrive and I am
greeted as guest. Before, I saw the kissing of the
icon as idolatry and the label would prevent me
from responding. As I stand in the church, I can
learn the entire Bible if I choose to attend, The
liturgy appeals to all of my senses. The incense
appeals to my sense of smell. The icons and
structure appeal to my sense of sight. The taking
of communion appeals to my sense of taste.
Listening to the gospel (meaning the good word)
appeals to my sense of hearin g. I remember once
reading that during a meal, we click glasses when
we raise them in a toast to engage the ear and
bring all the senses to the experience.

When I teach nonverbal communication; I
begin with the nonverbal communication of the
campus and the classroom. I tell my students and
show them pictures, of a trip that Chris and I
made to Cyprus. We visited the House of Diony-
S0s, a museum that was preserved as an ancient
house. The house contained the most beautiful

mosaics. I was struck by the four panel mosaic
that 1eAd fram tlhn fomat Admmc ot "9e -

o
€n

: temperance —.th
omegranates and sugar. Each that conveyed the méssage of |
< syim 2 scenes reminded the guest not to eat or drin
eat the kolliva at the end of the excessively. This artifact counters our tendenc
to think us moderns invented an understanding «
how environments communicate. I now have 2

appreciation that church structures participate i
a similar ancient wisdom. _

On a previous trip to Cyprus, Chris and I wer
visiting a monastery. I was pulled off a line ¢
people looking at the icons in the monastery.
was told by a monk that the icons were for pi
grims only. I was looking at the icons as I woul
look at paintings in a museum. I was appreciatin
but I was detached. I assume the monk wh
pulled me off the line interpreted my way ¢
looking as brazen stare. With retrospect, I bette
understand his motivations but the action di
push me further away from the church.

Conclusion . )

I'assume that much of what I have written wi.
seem obvious to my readers. I attempted to writ
what is for me the conversion, the coming tc
gether of parts of myself. I am able to accomplis
this through the help of a wise teacher and I =
left with a deep feeling of gratitude. This Sunda
I am to be converted. Sunday will also be I
Ernest's last day at church before returning 1
Baltimore. I will miss him. Our conversation

have led to my conversion. It is appropriate th:
conversation and conversion come from the sam
root coni{_‘é)rgio, meaning a turning about.

The footnotes and works cited are on ﬁlg fc
review in the offices of The Hellenic Chronicle




