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Your Eminences, reverend clergy, beloved sisters in Christ —
I have to be honest with you. Walking into this room today, seeing all of your faces, I felt something lift in my chest. Because I know who you are. I know what you carry. And I know what it costs to show up the way you show up, year after year, in parishes across this Archdiocese, quietly doing the work that most people never see.
So before anything else — thank you. Genuinely. Thank you for being here.
Now. Let us talk about who we are.
Philoptochos is the philanthropic arm of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America. That is not a small thing. In a Church that spans this entire nation, under the pastoral leadership of His Eminence Archbishop Elpidophoros, who himself serves as the Chair of our National Philoptochos, we are the body entrusted with putting the Gospel into action at every level of Orthodox life in America. From the largest metropolis to the smallest parish community, Philoptochos is there. That is an extraordinary calling. And it is one we should never take for granted.
But our responsibility does not stop at the borders of this country. We are connected to something far greater than ourselves. You are daughters of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Our Mother Church in Constantinople, the Phanar, and its Eparchies around the world look to this society as one of their most vital pillars of support. When the Patriarchate needs us, we answer. That witness, that loyalty, that sustained generosity across decades — it speaks volumes about who the women of Philoptochos truly are. We are one Church. One faith. One family. And this society lives that reality in a way few others do.
Philoptochos. Friends, or if we want to be more precise, “Lovers” of the poor. I never want us to rush past that name as though it is simply a title we inherited and hang on a door. The late Archbishop and Patriarch Athenagoras and the women who organized under that name were making a declaration. They were saying: "We will not stand at a safe distance from suffering. We will get close. We will be friends.” And friendship costs something. It requires presence. It requires showing up not just when it is convenient but when it is challenging.
Our Lord modeled exactly that. He did not observe need from a respectable distance. He touched the leper when no one else would go near him. He stopped in the middle of a crowd for the blind man that everyone else was trying to silence. He sat at table with the people that polite society had already decided did not matter. This is the Christ we follow. A God who moves toward suffering rather than away from it. A God who made nearness to the broken His signature.
And then at the final judgment, do you remember what the criterion was? Not theology but acts of pure love. I was hungry, and you fed me. I was a stranger, and you took me in. The measure was proximity to need — and what you chose to do with it. Sisters, that is us. Every act of care you offer is not charitable in some secular sense. It is sacramental. It is an encounter with the living Christ. It is the sacred service of “diakonia.”
Saint John Chrysostom said the altar of the poor is just as holy as the altar in the sanctuary. He was not speaking in metaphor. He meant it as a statement of Orthodox theology. The person standing before you in need is an icon of Christ. Your attention to them, your compassion, your willingness to get involved — that is liturgy outside the church walls.
And I look around this room, and I think about the sheer volume of that liturgy happening across our chapters every single week. The woman who drives an elderly parishioner to her appointments every Thursday morning without ever being asked twice. The chapter that has been quietly sustaining a family through a prolonged illness without once seeking recognition for it. The scholarship that kept a young person in school when they were one tuition bill away from walking away entirely. The essential help in the need of a parish or a Metropolis to serve its ministries. None of that makes the news. None of them trend anywhere. But heaven notices. And the people whose lives were changed will carry it with them forever.
Now, beloved sisters — and I say this with great love, because everything I am about to say comes from love — an organization as vital as ours, one that carries this much responsibility before God and before the Church, is determined to also carry itself accordingly. We are not simply administrators of programs. We are witnesses. And the world, our parishes, our hierarchs, watch not only what we do but how we do it. How we treat one another. How we navigate disagreement. How we hold together when things are difficult.
Saint Paul wrote to the Ephesians: bear with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. He did not say unity would come naturally. He said we have to make every effort. That tells us something. Unity is not the absence of difference. It is a choice we make, again and again, to place the mission above ourselves. To place our sisters above our grievances. To place Christ above everything.
We will not always agree. That is human. But we are called to something higher than what is only human. We are called to be the friends of the people, and you cannot be a true friend to anyone outside these walls if the walls themselves are shaking. Our strength as a society flows directly from our unity with one another and our communion with our Church. That unity is not optional. It is the foundation everything else is built on.
So as we begin these days together, let nothing that happens here be ordinary. Let every session, every conversation, every meal shared with a sister we are meeting for the first time — let it all be charged with God’s presence. Where there is any distance between us, close it. Where there is any wound, begin to heal it. Let us go home not just informed but transformed. Bolder, more generous, more willing to serve in the love and unity that this sacred calling demands.
We are one Church. We are one society. And we are here for one reason.
Let us go find the people who need us.
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