Journey Towards the Resurrection 

Your Beatitudes, Beloved Fathers, sisters and brothers in Christ! 

Slide 1 There is one spot on earth where the fear of death, of sin, and of judgment need never trouble us, the only safe spot on earth where the sinner and the hopeless can stand; that is Jesus Christ.

This presentation is a witness about how the light of Christ and the Holy Spirit acted to revive a church that was completely destroyed. Moreover I would like to share with you a unique experience that drastically changed the lives of thousands of people, including me.    

This is a testimony that comes from one of the smallest country in Europe, Albania.  In 1944, the Communist Party came to power, and religion was considered as a threat. For this reason the government ordered heavy persecution towards all religious groups. In 1946, the theological schools were closed, in order to leave the church without trained people in this field.  

Many people of every religious community were sent to prisons where torture was common and the death rate was high.
However, on October 22, 1967, out of its desire to be seen as an innovator in world history (and inspired by the Chinese revolution) the communist regime proclaimed itself as the first truly atheistic state in the world.

Expression of religion was officially banned by the Constitution and was placed on the same level as fascist propaganda. Even within the home, the religious life was banned. (End of slide 1)

Slide 2 and 3 Almost 90% of the places of worship were destroyed. The statistics show that in 1967, within three months, 2169 religious buildings such as churches, mosques and monasteries, were ruined around the country. 

Slide 4 In some cases, the buildings survived, but were put to other uses such as post offices, schools, weapon depots, cafes, bars and storehouses. A few churches survived as museums. 

Slide 5 The Communist government of Albania surpassed every other country in its brutal suppression of religion. The state’s aggression towards its people can not be compared to other countries that lived under communist regime.  
So we can say that for 23 years (1967-90) Christ was crucified again. 
Slide 6 Also, for many years it was the most isolated country, and perhaps the world’s most fear-driven society. During the Communist years, Albania was always expecting invasion from “foreign powers”, so over the course of many years the government ordered the construction and installation of more than half a million concrete bunkers.  These can still be seen all over the country. 
Slide 7 In 1991, the last fortress of communism in Albania was brought down. Our country was the poorest in Europe and the least important nation in West. 
Slide 8 People were eager to fight for freedom and democracy, but they looked for a freedom without Christ. The economic crisis destroyed every Albanian’s dream for a better life. 
Slide 9 Those who believed in God were happy to be free, but the situation of the church as an institution was hopeless. This is reflected in a letter that some believers directed to the new government elected during the 90s. They wrote: “If we will have a look throughout Albania, it will be obvious that there is no suitable place where we can worship God.” 

Slide 10 For every society, living in such a situation can be dangerous because it leads its people toward despair, spiritual emptiness, and extreme egoism and makes them to lose all their spiritual values. 

I am an example of that generation that was born and grew up during that atheistic period. I belong to that generation that was forced to believe that God did not exist. A generation that every day was surrounded by the propaganda that the Communist Party was the “true god”. The words “Kyrie Eleison” were replaced with the words “Long live the party” or “Long live communism.” The tradition of holy confession, transferred from the spiritual father to the communist members. 

Slide 11 If someone asked the youth at that time, what they would like to be in the future, and their immediate answer was: “An emigrant.” 

Slide 12 In 1991, as many others, I was triggered by the idea to leave my country. Even though I had just finished the university and had a job, I felt lost and hopeless. It was God’s blessing, that at that time I met two old believers the Cico sisters- Marika and Dhimitra from Korça.  These two women had lived a carefully hidden religious life in spite of the extreme religious oppression. Their home during the persecution was the location of many secret liturgies, baptisms, confessions and marriages. They suffered a lot but they had remained joyful, full of energy, wisdom and strength, because they had God in their life. 
During that period of time I had many questions about the existence of God. My attitude toward religion and its people was always doubtful. This attitude was a result of the propaganda that I had heard during my whole life that “religion is opium for the people, and the priests are ignorant and do not deserve respect.” This way of thinking about religious people and God was strengthened even more by various movies that were transmitted on TV and at the cinema. In these movies the priests and the believers were depicted as criminals or killers. I had never met a faithful person in my life. During that period, the Cico sisters, together with other faithful women, were making unceasing prayer for 40 days - thanking God for reopening the church in Albania. Unceasing prayer is when some believers decide to pray continuously in shifts for a period of time.

( You can see one of the sisters with an improved bell used in first religious service in 1991. They use a large grass mortar used for girding  garlic. It rang perfectly)   
Slide 13 During my stay in the Cico sisters’ home, they convinced me to pray with them. At the beginning it was strange to me, but after a while the prayer conquered my whole being. Finally, they prayed for my family and my future and wished me to become a theologian. 
Before my departure from Korca, they gave me a candle to light in front of the icon of the Savior every morning and night saying one of the prayers that in the Orthodox tradition we say during the Lenten Period of Easter. “Lord of the powers be with us, for we have no other help in tribulation but you, lord of the powers have mercy upon us.” Day by day I felt that this prayer illuminated my soul which allowed the resurrected Christ to enter in. Even these days this prayer comes spontaneously into my thoughts. The sisters prayers along with my prayers, made me to realize God’s plan for me. So, the Cico sisters helped me to understand God’s plan, but it was Archbishop Anastasios who made it real. He sent me to Greece to study Theology. 
Slide 14 His Beatitude Archbishop Anastasios was sent to Albania in 1991 to see what remained of the church. Approximately 40 people welcomed him at the airport, on July 17, 1991. After the greetings, the Archbishop’s first action was to visit the cathedral in Tirana that was in a devastated condition with a large hole in the roof.  

Slide 15 Even though the Easter season was past, on his arrival the Archbishop gave every one present in the church the Pascal Greetings. He lighted a candle and said in Albanian “Christ is risen” “Krishti u Ngjall”. All the participants answered: “Truly He is risen.” “Vertet u Ngjall”  
Slide 16 Faith and the hope in the resurrected Christ has defined the journey of the Orthodox Church of Albania for the 16 years since. 

Slide 17 A real blessing for the our church was the appointment of the Archbishop Anastasios as its head in 1992. The Resurrection of the Orthodox Church in Albania is intimately linked with his personality. Under his leadership our church has contributed to the social and spiritual restoration of the country, using Galatians 5:22 as the focus: “The fruit of the spirit is love”. 

Slide 18 The work to reestablish the church started from zero. The church’s duty was to break down the bunkers that were created in people’s heart and then to start cultivating new life in God. The secret of its success was that our church was open-minded. The Orthodox Church of Albania played a significant role in supporting the establishment of democracy in the country. Through the innovative ideas, initiatives and the direction of Archbishop Anastasios, our church became an extraordinary example for the whole country. The church became the spiritual center for many people, helping them to know love and hope. Moreover, the Orthodox Church of Albania, contributed to the social development by preaching forgiveness instead of revenge, as well as bringing peace instead of war, and supported every person regardless to their religious background.  
Slide 20  Ordination of New Clergy and Theological Education

Only 22 elderly priests survived.

Slide 21 The church began to train and equip local workers. 140 new clergy, all Albanian citizens, have graduated from the (Slide 22) Resurrection of Christ Theological Academy. 
In 1998, the Synod of the Orthodox Church of Albania was re-established. Since November 2006 a new Constitution of the church is in power and three new Bishops were ordained and are now members of the Holy Synod.  

Slide 23 Youth Outreach

Archbishop Anastasios considers the youth as not only the future of the church but the present as well. 52 youth groups that have been established throughout the country organize spiritual and cultural activities such as summer and winter camps, conferences, (Slide 24) activities with young disabled people, excursions, youth festivals, Bible studies with students, liturgical services, foreign language courses, etc. 

Slide 25-29 New churches
During these 16 years 145 big and small new churches have been built from their foundations. 

Slide 30-36-a)-b) Restorations 

About 60 monasteries, churches, and cultural monuments have been obviously restored, and 158 churches have been reconstructed. 
Slide 37 Publications

In order to strengthen the ecclesiastical work with printed materials, a church publishing office was established. 
The church’s printing press publishes the monthly newspaper, "Ngjallja" (Resurrection), monthly children’s magazine, "Gëzohu" (Rejoice); the student bulletin, "Fjala" (Word); the English-language news bulletin, "News from Orthodoxy in Albania"; the youth magazine, "Këmbanat" (Bells); and various liturgical, spiritual, and academic books. 
Slide 38 Social Programs

In addition to rebuilding her physical and spiritual structures, the Church is also undertaking important work in other areas, such as health care, education, relief and development work, culture, environment and tourism.
Health Care

The contribution of the Church to the health care sector began in 1992 when large quantities of medicines and other much needed equipment were supplied to hospitals and clinics around the country. 

Slide 39 The Annunciation Diagnostic Medical Centre administers health care to more than 6,000 patients each month regardless of religious affiliation. 

Medical clinics exist also in Kavaja, Lushnja, Korça, and in the village of Jorgucati Gjirokaster. 
Slide 40 A mobile dental clinic provides dental care in villages.
Slide 41 Education
In addition to the theological academy and the ecclesiastical high school mentioned earlier, the church has established 14 nursery schools, in different cities (2) with a combined enrolment of about 900 children. Enrollment is offered in particular to children from needy families.
10 public schools and 6 nurseries in various parts of the country were completely renovated and furnished by the Church. Others were supplied with furniture. For the children of an orphanage, a sports field was built.

Slide 42- 43 Two  elementary schools, have been opened, in Tirana “The protagonist”  and in Durres “The Spirit of Love”. 

Slide 44 The "Spirit of Love" Institute for Professional Training was established in Tirana and Dervitsani, Gjirokaster. A four-semester course is offered to high school graduates in six different fields: computer science, business management, microbiological laboratory assistants, computerized accounting, iconography, and restoration of cultural artefacts. 

Slide 45 Social and Relief Efforts
The Orthodox Church has developed a broad range of social-philanthropic work. The Church collected and distributed thousands of tons of food, clothing and medicine to public welfare institutions during the political/social crises of 1992, 1994, 1997.  
 

Following the anarchy of 1997, the Church contributed to the repair of destroyed university buildings in Tirana and Gjirokaster.

Slide 46 During 1999, when Albania accepted waves of refugees from Kosovo, the Church’s Diaconia Agapes office, organized an extensive humanitarian program of more than 12 million dollars. Through these efforts, about 33,000 refugees received aid in the form of food, clothing, housing and/or medical supplies.  

Slide 47 Development Projects
The Church has supported numerous humanitarian programs, including such things as agricultural and animal husbandry projects in the mountain regions, road and aqueduct construction, health and social programs for rural women, health education programs for village children, rural health centres, telecommunications, schools, orphanages, hospitals, institutions for blind and deaf people, the elderly, Slide 48 a soup kitchen, and prison ministry (i.e. It financed a greenhouse in order to provide an income to prisoners.). 

Slide 49 A Byzantine choir was organized and has produced cassettes and CD-s. A seminar for the revival of traditional church music is held regularly.

Slide 50 A workshop for the conservation of icons was established with the goal of training a new generation of artists who would revive traditional Orthodox iconography. About 600 old icons are restored. 

Slide 51 The first Orthodox radio station, "Ngjallja," (Resurrection) began airing programs in 1998. 

Slide 52 Environment
Since March 2001, an environmental protection program has been held and includes the training of 15 post-graduate Albanian students. 

Slide 53 Ecumenical Involvement
The Orthodox Church of Albania participates actively in the events of the Orthodox Church worldwide, as well as in various ecumenical conferences and programs. Slide 54 The Church is a full member of the World Council of Churches and of the Conference of European Churches,
Slide 55 Throughout these years the church acted in silence. It let the deeds speak louder than words by giving a practical and living example. It illuminated the people and helped them to understand that transformation must begin within us. Later on, we will see the fruits of our transformation in our families, our relatives, in our religious communities, in the Balkans, Europe and throughout the world. Christ is Risen. 

True Stories from Orthodox Church in Albania
One of the main goals of our theological academy is to train leaders for the church in the future. So, we teach the students how to give catechism lessons and send them in different villages near Durres. One of our students was teaching in a village where the majority is Muslim. There were about 30 children in her group. One of the children was named Aurora and her brother was the head of the mosque. In the village it is easy for words to be spread, and everyone soon learned that there were organized catechism lessons. So, daily many young people and women were attending these lessons. 

When Aurora missed the lessons for the second time our student asked other children if something had happened to her. Perhaps she was ill or had any other problem?! One of the children said that: “Her brother discovered that she was attending catechism lessons and he beat her”. 

In the next lesson Aurora was present. After the lesson Aurora wanted to talk with her teacher. She explained that she couldn’t come because of family problems. The teacher told her that it was better for her not to come anymore until the situation in the family would be relaxed. It was not good to have a disagreement with her family and she had to give them time to understand her. At that moment she began to cry and she said: “I told to my brother, you can beat me as much as you want, but you can’t take away the faith from my heart.” It was really a shock. How could such a young girl have such a strong faith?
She convinced her parents to let her be baptized in the Orthodox Church. They had the opinion that they should leave their children free to believe as their hearts desired. She got baptized and received the name Katerina. She says  “I have found the true way and the true God, now I’m praying that my brother and my parents will find it. Fear does not exist for those who love our Lord with all their heart.
----------

----------

----------

----------



It was the crisis of the year 1999, when so many people from Kosovo flooded into Albania. Our church built a camp for them and asked different people, including students of the theological academy, to go and visit them.  After they turned back from the camp, one of our students said: At the beginning I didn’t want to go there. Because of the bad words that I had heard for the Kosovar people and from my personal experience I thought that all the Kosovars were like this. But then I remembered what God has ordered us: To love our enemies, I decided to go there and to be like the Good Samaritan. So, these were the motives that pressed me to go there. At first I entered a cabin where there was an “old” couple with their children. From the first moment that he saw me approaching they stood up immediately and, opening their arms, told me: Welcome, welcome, you have filled our “home” with joy that you came to visit us. At the beginning I thought that they confused me with someone else. During the discussion I realized that they had not confused me. Their children told me that this is the way our parents greet everyone. For them it is very important when someone comes and visit them, because it shows that they care, they have a spirit. For two hours that I stayed there we did not talk so much about their problems. It was surprising because I went there to comfort them, but I learned to have courage to face any problem that comes across in our life. I went to give love as the Good Samaritan, but I took with me more love than I deserved.
----------

----------

----------

----------

Our Archbishop organizes various visits with intellectuals in different areas. During a meeting with intellectuals that we had in Korca a person got up and said: “I have to confess something to all of you, something that I’ve been keeping with me for so many long years. I want to tell you of my sin. During the period of communism I was the first person that destroyed the bell tower in the monastery in Voskopoja, near Korça. All these years I’m living with this remorse of my conscience. After the collapse of the communism I’ve been working as an epitrop in a voluntary way in this church because I want to pay for what I have done. I could not keep it hidden anymore. I want all of you to learn about this awful act in my life. Daily I pray that God will forgive me for what I have done. I hope that God will forgive me, but now I feel in peace because I have confessed in front of you what has tormented me for such a long time. 
……….

……….

………..

………….

Our church is giving a great contribution in educating the future generations of our country. In our kindergarten in Tirana there are about 60 children from different religious backgrounds. One day one of the boys stopped coming there because his parents were non-Christians and did not want their child to learn things about the Christian faith. After having passed some weeks they returned the boy to the kindergarten and requested that their son be part of it once again. The teachers were surprised and asked them what had caused them to change their minds.  They confessed that one day they were having a disagreement with each other. Their son heard everything and at that moment he stood between them and said: Please don’t fight with each other. This is not the way that Christ teaches us. God sees everything that we are doing and He does not like arguments. He is happy when we have love in our hearts.
PAGE  
3

