HOLY NEW-MARTYR AND CONFESSOR OF RUSSIA TIKHON, PATRIARCH OF MOSCOW
AND APOSTLE TO ALASKA AND NORTH AMERICA

By Archpriest Peter Olsen
St. Basil’s Russian Orthodox Church, Watervliet, NY, October 9, 2022

Our holy father St. Tikhon lived during the most difficult time in the history of the Russian
Church. It was during a period of time which, although temporary, lasted for a long time, when
Russia was taken over by evil criminals. During this period the land of Russia was covered by
the blood of martyrs, the churches were desecrated and destroyed, and the clergy were
arrested, tortured, and executed. At that time, the Church was confronted with a very difficult
task: to find its place in a society where its ancient foundations were destroyed, and to find the
correct way to approach the new secular authority which had as its goal the liquidation of the
Church; the destruction of the spiritual heritage of Russia and everything connected with it.

When the Bolsheviks came to power in Moscow and set as their goal the eradication of
religion, it fell to the lot of St. Tikhon to lead the Russian Orthodox Church, and at the same
time the Church’s host of confessors and martyrs who suffered on account of their faith in
Christ. His heart bled when he saw the suffering of his Church. He himself also suffered for
the Church. He, like our Lord and Savior Himself, expended all of his strength to the point of
exhaustion for the sake of the Church. We glorify St. Tikhon today as a shepherd — a rule of
faith and an image of meekness — and at the same time as a courageous confessor who did
not fear the “world rulers of the darkness of this age” (Eph. 6:12), but stood up for the Church.
St. Tikhon meekly but courageously endured all persecution and reproach for the sake of
Christ and Orthodoxy, and ended his life as a confessor and martyr. We glorify him as a great
example of one who imitated Christ — who uncompromisingly stood for the truth, and
sacrificially served the people and God up until the very end.

We Americans have a special connection with our holy father St. Tikhon. In 1898 he was
sent to America and appointed as Bishop of the Russian Orthodox Missionary Diocese of the
Aleutian Islands and North America. He served as the leading hierarch of the Orthodox Church
in America until 1907, when he was recalled back to Russia. He was a zealous pastor who
labored diligently for the establishment and growth of Orthodoxy in America. Two auxiliary
bishops served under him: St. Innocent, bishop of Alaska and the Aleutian islands and the
future metropolitan of Moscow, and St. Raphael (Hawaweeny), a Syrian bishop who had
completed his theological education at the Theological Academy in Kiev, and was sent by Tsar
Nicholas Il in 1895 to minister to all the Orthodox in America, among whom were Syrians,
Arabs, Russians and Greeks. In 1904, he became the first Orthodox bishop to be consecrated
in North America. The consecration was performed in New York City by St. Tikhon and Bishop
Innocent. St. Raphael served as Bishop of Brooklyn until his death. During the course of his
ministry as an auxiliary bishop of the Russian Orthodox Church in America, he founded the
present-day cathedral of the Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of North America,
established thirty parishes, and assisted in the founding of St. Tikhon's Orthodox Monastery.
Bishop Raphael founded the official magazine of the Antiochian Orthodox Archdiocese, The
Word, in 1905 in Arabic (.Kl1).

During his tenure as bishop in America, St. Tikhon was instrumental in assisting the return
of the Uniates, led by St. Alexis Toth, back to the Orthodox faith. Over the course of time,
approximately 20,000 Uniates returned to Orthodoxy. In 1901, St. Tikhon blessed the
cornerstone of St. Nicholas Cathedral in NYC, which became the main cathedral church of the
Russian-American Missionary Diocese. The cathedral was designated as a NYC landmark in
1973. St. Tikhon was also involved in building other churches in North America. On November
9, 1902, he consecrated the church of St. Nicholas in Brooklyn for the Syrian Antiochian
Orthodox immigrants. In June 1905, St. Tikhon gave his blessing for the establishment of a
monastery in Pennsylvania, St. Tikhon's Monastery, which in the 1930s supported the founding
of St. Tikhon’s Orthodox Theological Seminary. St. Tikhon’s Monastery is the oldest Orthodox
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monastery in North America. Both the monastery and the seminary are flourishing today. St.
Tikhon’s Seminary offers a Master of Divinity degree, and is led by Archpriest John Parker, the
dean. The seminary offers one of the finest academic and spiritual educational experiences for
the future laborers of the Orthodox Church. The monastic brotherhood, led by Archimandrite
Sergius (Bowyer), has grown to such proportions, that the fathers are currently in the process
of building a new monks’ house. The vision of the first missionary bishops and priests in North
America was that there would be one administratively unified Orthodox Church in America
which would serve all Orthodox of all nationalities, as well as evangelize and preach the Gospel
of Christ and bring the American people to the Orthodox faith.

Before returning to Russia, St. Tikhon gave his farewell sermon on the Sunday of Orthodoxy
in 1907. In his sermon, he admonished our forefathers and mothers (and us as well) to remain
faithful to the Orthodox faith; that there was no excuse to become apostates and leave the
saving ark of the Orthodox Church, which contained the fullness of grace and truth. “Stand
firm and faithfully keep the Orthodox faith” he said. Furthermore, he reminded us that it was
the responsibility of all of us, clergy and laity alike, to spread the Orthodox faith among the
non-Orthodox. Let us listen to an excerpt from this sermon, and hearken to the very words of
St. Tikhon himself: But it is not enough, brethren, only to celebrate “The Triumph of
Orthodoxy.” It is necessary for us personally to promote and contribute to this triumph. And for
this we must reverently preserve the Orthodox Faith, standing firm in it in spite of the fact that
we live in a non-Orthodox country, and not pleading as an excuse for our apostasy that “it is not
the old land here but America, a free country, and therefore it is impossible to follow everything
that the Church requires.” As if the word of Christ is only suitable for the old land and not for
the entire world! As if the Church of Christ is not “catholic”! As if the Orthodox Faith did not
“establish the universe”!

Furthermore, while faithfully preserving the Orthodox faith, everyone must also take care to
spread it among the non-Orthodox. Christ the Savior said that having lit the candle, men do not
put it under a bushel but on a candlestick so that it gives light to all (Matt. 5.15). The light of the
Orthodox Faith has not been lit to shine only for a small circle of people. No, the Orthodox
Church is catholic; she remembers the commandment of her Founder, “Go ye into all the world
and preach the Gospel to every creature and teach all nations” (Mark 16.15; Matt. 28.19).
Amen!
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