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     The Sunday after Pentecost is a day to remember all saints of all times, both those who are 
known to us, as well as those names and lives which are unknown.  Today, the Sunday after All 
Saints, we remember our local regional saints, who for us are All the Saints of America.  It is 
also a tradition for us to remember today all the saints of Russia, because it is from the Russian 
Orthodox Church that the Orthodox Church in America owes its existence and autocephaly.

     It is said that Russia first created settlements in Alaska in the 17th century.  Russian 
merchant businesses were established in Alaska, so it became necessary for the Russian 
Orthodox Church to establish a missionary Diocese on this territory.  At first the diocese was 
part of the Diocese of Irkutsk, but later was established as a separate missionary diocese 
called “The Diocese of Kamchatka, the Kuril Islands, and the Aleutians.”  Orthodoxy became 
very popular among the native population and a thriving native Alaskan Orthodox Church 
developed under the auspices and guidance of missionaries sent by the Russian Orthodox 
Church.  In 1867 Russia sold Alaska to the United States, and it is from this time that the native 
converts to Orthodoxy began to suffer from the forced conversion of sectarians who preyed 
upon them with the permission of President Grant.  Whereas the Russian Church respected the 
language and cultural traditions of the native Alaskans, the missionaries from the US 
suppressed the native Alaskan language and culture to a degree that was abusive, and 
although they had been baptized Orthodox, they were re-baptized by the sectarians and the 
Roman Catholics.  

     The headquarters of the Russian Missionary Diocese in America was relocated from Sitka, 
Alaska to San Francisco, and then later to New York with the construction of St. Nicholas 
Cathedral in NYC, which today is the headquarters of the Russian Patriarchal parishes in 
America.  The vision of the Russian Missionary Diocese was that all the Orthodox of all ethnic 
backgrounds would worship together in one administratively united Orthodox Church.  The 
primary liturgical language would be English.  This is the Orthodox ethos as well as the mindset 
of canon law.  For a while, St. Tikhon, who became the Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia, 
was our bishop in America.  Therefore, from the beginning, it was the Russian Orthodox 
Church who guided and led the Orthodox missionary work in America and under whom all the 
Orthodox in America worshipped together in the same Church.  All of the bishops were 
appointed by the Russian Church, and most, if not all, had studied in the Russian theological 
academies.  The first Orthodox monastery on the North American continent, St. Tikhon’s 
Monastery, was established in South Canaan PA under the guidance of Bishop Tikhon.  
Seminaries were established, and today we have St. Tikhon’s Seminary in South Canaan, PA,  
and St. Vladimir’s Seminary in Crestwood NY.  

     The missionary work of Orthodoxy in America was severely disrupted by the Russian 
Revolution of 1917, and all financial and spiritual support from the mother church came to a 
halt.  The Russian Church was now being severely persecuted by the atheistic and anti-
Christian Bolshevik and Communist regime.  It was at this time, due to the difficult historical 
circumstances facing the Orthodox in America, that other ethnic Orthodox Churches began to 
establish a presence in America in order to tend to the spiritual needs of the Orthodox of their 
respective churches.  That is why we see today the irregular existence of various so-called 
“jurisdictions” in America.  The very idea of various Orthodox “jurisdictions” on the same 
territory is an anomaly and is uncanonical, but it is the reality that we face due to the historical 
circumstances which I have already explained. 

     The original Russian missionary diocese (the official name being “the Russian Orthodox 
Greek Catholic Church of North America,” more commonly referred to as “the American 
Metropolia) struggled to continue to exist during these difficult times.  Individuals were sent 
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here by the Soviet government who claimed to represent the Mother Russian Church, and they 
tried to seize the properties of the Metropolia.  Being rejected by the Metropolia, these 
churchmen declared the Metropolia to be schismatic.  Thus, for a number of years, the 
Metropolia languished in a kind of canonical limbo.  Fr. Alexander Schmemann, Dean of St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary, a renowned emigre theologian, scholar, and church leader, made a famous 
visit to Patriarch Athenagoras of Constantinople seeking his help and guidance to regularize 
the canonical situation of the American Metropolia.  The Patriarch advised Fr. Schmemann that 
the proper course of action would be to seek resolution from the Russian Church.  After 
contacts, visitations, and dialogue between the representatives of the American Metropolia and 
the Moscow Patriarchate, in 1970 Patriarch Aleksey of Moscow and All Russia signed the 
tomos granting autocephaly to the American Metropolia, which now was called “the Orthodox 
Church in America.”  To this day, the autocephalous Orthodox Church in America is the only 
Orthodox Church on our continent which has severed the umbilical cord to the church of a 
foreign land.  The autocephaly which we received is fully legal and fully canonical, despite 
the rejection by some of the other churches of its legitimacy.  To this day, the Russian Orthodox 
Church, the largest autocephalous Orthodox Church in the world, is the staunchest supporter 
of our autocephaly.

     The first saint who struggled in North America to be canonized by the Church in America 
was St. Herman of Alaska, a missionary monk of great sanctity who lived on Spruce Island and 
tended to the service and care of the native Alaskan Orthodox.  The latest canonization, which 
began last week and is concluding today, is the canonization of St. Matushka Olga, the wife of 
a priest who served in the village of Kwethluk Alaska.

     Today many, if not most of our parishes are experiencing an amazing influx of converts who 
are finding Christ through the Orthodox Church.  May our Church continue to grow and 
develop as the light of Christ shines in the hearts of those who are finding fulfillment of their 
spiritual hunger in Orthodoxy.  And through the prayers of St. Herman, St. Olga, and all the 
Saints who shone forth in America, may God grant us to see the end of the existence of so-
called “jurisdictions” and the establishment of one, canonical, administratively united Orthodox 
Church in America.  Amen.   
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