GRATITUDE AS A WAY OF LIFE
The Last Sermon of Fr. Alexander Schmemann
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Protopresbyter Alexander Schmemann, former Dean of St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological
Seminary, was one of the most renowned theologians and teachers of the twentieth century.
His influence was immense and far reaching, and remains so to this day. Probably nowhere in
the world where there is an Orthodox Church is the name of Alexander Schmemann, his books,
his theological teachings, and his profound ideas not known and respected. As with every
visionary and influential figure who dares to break out of the mold, he had his admirers as well
as his detractors and critics. He was instrumental in renewing the traditional Christian practice
of frequent reception of Holy Communion. His crowning achievement was the role he played in
the decision of Patriarch Alexei | of Moscow in 1970 to grant autocephaly to the Metropolia, the
Russian-American Missionary Diocese, whose roots went back to 1794 when a group of
Russian Orthodox monks settled in Kodiak, Alaska. The creation of the “Orthodox Church in
America” was a natural step and an affirmation of what the Church in America had already
become, so it was time to sever the umbilical cord with the foreign mother church and function
as a totally self-governing canonical ecclesiastical body in America. As a twenty-nine year old
associate professor at St. Vladimir’'s Seminary in NYC, Fr. Alexander began to tape weekly
broadcasts, which he called “conversations,” of a spiritual, philosophical and theological nature
to the people of Russia and anywhere else behind the iron curtain who could pick up the
broadcasts of Radio Liberty. He continued to do this for the next thirty years of his life until his
failing health no longer made this possible.

In 1982 Fr. Alexander was diagnosed with cancer. It began with headaches and strange
dizziness which wouldn’t go away and grew more severe. At first diagnosed with suffering from
stress, it was ultimately revealed that Father had developed cancer in his lungs which
metastasized to his brain where tumors developed that were quite advanced. Father received
treatment and continued his work at the seminary as his strength gradually declined. He gave
his final homily at the end of the Divine Liturgy which he served at the seminary chapel on
Thanksgiving Day in 1983, literally two weeks before his death on December 13 at the age of
62. During his illness he found himself on a different level and a different plane as the petty and
mundane things of life became less important and his primary focus was to prepare himself for
the Kingdom of God. He was more solemn and more pensive, yet he always maintained the
joy, deep faith, and gratitude for which he was known. | am reminded of Lou Gehrig, who was
diagnosed with ALS (amyotrophic lateral sclerosis), when he delivered his famous farewell
speech at Yankee Stadium and uttered those famous words, “I consider myself to be the
luckiest man on the face of the earth.”

The secular holiday Thanksgiving is next week. Society has set aside and devoted one day
a year to gratitude and offering thanks. For Orthodox Christians, every celebration of the
Eucharist is a Feast of Thanksgiving, the word “Eucharist” itself meaning “to give thanks.” In
fact, the entire life of the Christian is a Eucharist, and every day is a day of gratitude,
thanksgiving in the joy of our Savior Jesus Christ. It is no wonder that Fr. Schmemann’s opus
magnus was devoted to the Eucharist, which He loved so much and which was always the
center of His life.

Let me leave you with the words of Fr. Alexander’s final homily:
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Everyone capable of thanksgiving is capable of salvation and eternal joy.

Thank You, O Lord, for having accepted this Eucharist, which we offered to the Holy Trinity,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and which filled our hearts with the joy, peace and righteousness of
the Holy Spirit.

Thank You, O Lord, for having revealed Yourself unto us and given us the foretaste of Your
Kingdom.

Thank You, O Lord, for having united us to one another in serving You and Your Holy Church.
Thank You, O Lord, for having helped us to overcome all difficulties, tensions, passions,
temptations and restored peace, mutual love and joy in sharing the communion of the Holy
Spirit.

Thank You, O Lord, for the sufferings You bestowed upon us, for they are purifying us from
selfishness and reminding us of the “one thing needed;” Your eternal Kingdom.

Thank You, O Lord, for having given us this country where we are free to Worship You.
Thank You, O Lord, for this school, where the name of God is proclaimed.

Thank You, O Lord, for our families: husbands, wives and, especially, children who teach us
how to celebrate Your holy Name in joy, movement and holy noise.

Thank You, O Lord, for everyone and everything.

Great are You, O Lord, and marvelous are Your deeds, and no word is sufficient to celebrate
Your miracles.

Lord, it is good to be here! Amen.

See “Serge Schmemann speaks about his father, Father Alexander” on vimeo

https://vimeo.com/656385738

PROTOPRESBYTER ALEXANDER SCHMEMANN
Sept 13,1921 - Dec 13,1983
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