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Abstract

The economic crisis in Greece in 2010-2018 caused a deep recession there.
Unemployment rose to very high levels, and social distress increased. In this
study, we use publically available internet material to present the many auxil-
iary activities the Greek Orthodox Church used to respond to the situation.
Many of them were typical forms of diaconal activity, but new types of work
for the church can also be seen in diocesan activities. The Orthodox Church
in Greece does not present all the auxiliary activities in public. However, based
on the material available, the article hypothesizes that the role of the Ortho-
dox Church in Greek society has changed during the economic crisis. The
church became a supporting factor in society.

Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices
are pleasing to God (Hebr. 13:16).
Introduction

As the Orthodox Church (OC) in Greece understands itself, the Church
has always stood by the side of the weak, the poor, the sick, the destitute,
and offered diaconia to relieve their needs or sufferings. With the arrival of
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the world economic crisis in Greece in 2010, the number of people in need
and poverty raised dramatically in only a couple of months, and the lives of
numerous people changed for the worse. The economic crisis created a new
situation for the Greeks, and it got worse with the gradual increase of the ref-
ugee population, until today.

The status enjoyed by the OC in Greece as the national church in the
public domain and the conscience of the Greeks, especially in matters of sup-
port in difficult times, made it feel a strong responsibility as a Christian or-
ganization to reach out to the people and help them. From the first days of
the economic crisis, the OC would try to find ways to stand by the side of the
suffering to support and relieve them. The OC took over its responsibility as
a servant of the people and “went out in the streets” to meet, to help, and to
offer them whatever they would need with no discrimination, because hunger
and poverty have no colour, race, or nationality. The Archbishop of Greece,
Ieronymos II, was one of the first to go out into the streets to meet the poor
and feed, dress, cure, and accommodate them. The OC, with its many various
diaconia activities, has supported and helped many families and individuals to
survive during the years of crisis.

In this article, we present the activities by which the Orthodox Church
strove to help people during the years of the economic crisis in Greece. These
activities can be referred to as diaconal work, and a presentation of this is our
first result. Based on the description of these activities, we then present our
second result: a hypothesis of how the role of the OC has been changing in
Greek society. The status of the OC in Greek society and the specialties of
the Church set the frameworks allowing this hypothesis. Therefore, we need
to present more about the context before we can write out our aim. At the
moment, no thorough and systematic research exist; nor are there collections
of data that present the diaconia/charity work of the OC in Greece, covering
all the metropolis, the parishes, and their charity funds (filoptocho tameio).
We hope that this article will be the initiative for future research that will
collect detailed information during the “dark” years of the economic crisis in
Greece.

In Greek, the word diakonia (Siakovia) is derived from the ancient Greek
verb diakoneo (Srakovéw) to serve, to offer services. According to the tradi-
tional understanding, diakonia (Stokovia) means the service, the work, the
diakonima (Siakévnua) of a deacon (in Greek: diakonos, didkovog) (= serv-
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ant, curer) (Hoffman, 1974, 66; See also Beyer, 1964, 87-88). According to
the lexicon of the new Greek language, written by prof. G. Mpampiniotis
(2005), diakonia (Stakovia) is the service, the dedication to a specific ser-
vice (e.g., someone dedicated his/her life to serving his/her people). The de-
rived verb is diakono (3iakov®) meaning to offer my services, be dedicated
to someone/something (e.g., the peace) (Mpampiniotis, 2005:483). As the
text later shows, in the ecclesial Greek understanding, the Orthodox Church
in Greece has traditionally and in practice followed the meaning of the word
diaconia as offering solidarity to relieve the suffering of people.

The socio-economic context in Greece during 2010-2018

The economic crisis that broke out in Greece in 2010 demolished the pros-
perity image of the modern Greek society and reversed the economic and
social stability of the Greek citizens. The causes of the crisis are due to
national and international factors, such as economic globalization which
has led to the dominance of financial capital and the inability to raise mon-
ey at the national level, the weak functionality of the Euro-zone due to
the economic differentiation between the northern and southern European
countries, as well as the Greek “clientele system” (Alexakis, 2012; Mouriki,
2012; Gropa et al., 2013; Pappas, 2014; Koniordos, 2016; Papadopoulos,
2016). However, the cause initiated from the explosion of the internation-
al financial crisis of 2007-2008, which in Greece, in 2010, manifested as
the public debt crisis (Krugman, 2009; Drettakis, 2011; Giataganas, 2011,
Nikiforos et al., 2015). The incapacity of Greece to find finance for its debt
by the markets, made it turn to loans from the Eurozone countries and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and, consequently, put it under the
economic supervision of the European Union, European Central Bank, and
International Monetary Fund (European Commission, 2009; Pettifer, 2015;
Papaconstantinou, 2016).

The political leadership of Greece accepted the terms of the loaners via
three successive Memorandums opposing measures for the consolidation of
public finances, the regulation, and management of the financial sector, the
implementation of structural reforms which would improve the competi-
tiveness of the country (Hodson, 2011; Boyer, 2012; Katsikas et al., 2017).

At the same time, the terms contained stringent resilience measures and
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caused many effects: a rapid fall in the gross national product (over 25%),
the rise of unemployment to 24-28%, reduction of salaries and pensions in
public and private sector, increased insecurity of labour relations, budget
reduction for social and public services, and a reduction of the funding for
Education and Health Care (Kyriakoulias, 2012; Mpalourdos & Spyropou-
lou, 2012; Robolis, 2013; Mpoutsiou & Sarafis, 2013; Katsikas et. al., 2014;
Kouzis, 2015; Giannitsis & Zographakis, 2015). The negative consequences
of the crisis and austerity policy have deteriorated drastically the living con-
ditions of Greek citizens as well as of the migrants who live in the Hellenic
territory, creating poverty, deprivation of essential goods and social exclu-
sion (Zamparloukou & Kousi, 2014; Matsaganis & Leventi, 2014; Velentza,
2016; Unicef, 2016).

The situation is further deteriorated by the refugee crisis, as it was charac-
terized, namely by the mass movement of refugees from the Middle East, and
in particular Syria, due to civil wars, as well as the unceasing flow of immi-
grants who enter Greece with no legal papers from Africa or Asia in pursuit
of access to Europe. The official report by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Telecommunications and Information stated that during the years 2015 and
2016, 1,200,000 refugees have passed through Greece, mostly on the islands
of the eastern Aegean Sea (2017). The flows, albeit at a lower rate, continued
in 2017 and 2018. At the same time, according to the UN High Commis-
sioner, since June 2018, 58,000 refugees remain in Greece (2018). The tem-
porary passage of such a large number of migrants and refugees, as well as the
establishment of a part of them in Greece, deteriorate the already precarious
situation due to the economic crisis and causes contradictory reactions in the
public space.

The Orthodox Church in Greece: present status

The Orthodox Church (OC) in Greece enjoys the status of the national
Church since orthodoxy has the rank of the dominant religion. According
to Article 3 of the Constitution, there is a relation between the Orthodox
Church and the Hellenic State, which includes some privileges over the other
religions in the Hellenic territory. These include the oath of the President of
the democracy and the members of the parliament, the compulsory teaching
of a religion course in Greek schools, the salary of the clergy, non-taxation of
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ecclesiastical property, the equal recognition of religious and civil marriage, to
give some examples.

In addition to the formal relationship between the State and Church that
reinforces the presence of the Church in the public domain, the Church has
a strong social influence (Georgiadou & Nikolakopoulos, 2000; Stathopou-
lou, 2007) and enjoys the trust of the Greek citizens (Stathopoulou, 2007).
In the Greek public sphere, there is an image of an active “political” Church,
especially in the ethnopolitical field, which is interested in preserving the
Greek national identity. Despite the controversies with the Hellenic state, the
Church holds not only its constitutional position as a sovereign religion, but
also the symbolic power in the conscience of the majority of the Greeks as a
carrier of the Greek-Orthodox identity.

However, recently, because of the economic crisis, the OC has present-
ed a shift in its strategy. There are not many literary sources to verify the
change, but the documents and the practices of the church uncover the
main ideas. To put it simply, under the pressure of the financial crisis and
the new problems created, the nation-based orientation of the Church grad-
ually seems to have transformed. While previously the OC presented an
ethnocentric character, the years of the crisis have revealed another nature,
focusing more on social problems. The period of crisis coincides with the
change in the leadership of the OC and the new Archbishop Ieronymos II,
who, contrary to the ethnocentric profile of his predecessor Christodoulos
(Stavrakakis, 2003; Oulis et al., 2010), has a more open and social profile.
Teronymos II avoids national-political interventions, is open to all political
parties, and introduces the collaboration of the Church with the state for
the exploitation of the ecclesiastic property for social purposes (Archbishop
Ieronymos II, 2009).

Aim and methodology

Until today no clear documentation exists about the above-described shift,
which has been going on in the OC during the last few years. To answer
to this lack in research, our aim in this article is to provide an overview of
the character of the diaconia activities taken by the OC during the years of
the economic crisis and how they are performed in the Holy Metropolis
and their parishes. Through this presentation, we can build a hypothesis
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proposing that there has been a shift towards a new, more society-based,
role of the OC.

No statistical collection of data exist related to the ways of work, nor about
persons involved in helping or those getting the help. Therefore, to realize our
aim, we collected information on diaconia activities as practiced in dioceses
(MntpdnoAig/Metropolis). Our objective in this article is to present a brief
overview of the activities, which reveal the social character (the “diakonical”
side) of the OC in Greece and also, which sectors provide these activities
during the years of the economic crisis. We concentrate on a limited number
of dioceses from all over Greece as a representative example of their role (run
by the heads of the dioceses — the Metropolites) to organize and coordinate
the work and activities of parish churches (run by their local priests) and the
significant number of volunteers.

The selection of the metropolises presented here is based on four criteria:
1) the geographical location (Makedonia in the North, Crete in the South,
and Thessaly, Peloponnese and the Aegean islands in-between), 2) the rank
in the hierarchy (the Archdiocese of Athens, the Archdiocese of Crete and
the Metropolis of Thessaloniki [as the second biggest city in Greece]), 3)
the website information about the metropolis and their diaconia activities,
the existing information on the website about the metropolis regarding the
presentation of their diaconia activities (the updates for the registry of their
actions, the accessibility, the communication interface), and 4) our personal
and institutional contacts.

The data of this study consists of internet pages that present the diaco-
nia activities in these selected metropolises. The data is not comprehensive,
since a common policy among the different dioceses with regard to charity
work in the OC is that they do not present all the activities taking place in
their diaconia work in detail on their websites. In many personal non-doc-
umentable discussions, this practice was motivated by a religious ideal that
the left hand of a Christian may not know when the right hand gives relief.
Hence, collecting statistical representations about all the activities would
require in-depth local interviews with local priests in various parishes. The
material we utilize is only descriptive and not statistical in nature. There-
fore, this article can only provide a summarizing overview and more or less

hypothetical results.
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Examples of the diaconia activities of the Archdioceses and
dioceses of the Orthodox Church in Greece during the years
of the economic crisis

The Greek Church has as its Head at the Archdiocese of Athens and includes
71 metropolis (dioceses) all over Greece (8 of them belong to the Archdiocese
of Crete) (Ecclesia, 2020). Every metropolis has, in its jurisdiction, a signif-
icant number of parishes. The metropolis, as well as the congregations, offer
charity work and support to help people in need.

To make it possible to recognize similarities and variations between di-
oceses, we follow a model of eight different characteristics of diaconia activ-
ities. These are 1) charity funds, 2) health care, 3) nutrition, 4) clothing, 5)
education, 6) accommodation, 7) residence (homeless/orphan), and 8) legal
advice. At first, we present the diocese describing the most significant mul-
titude of different charity work. Our presentation goes into detail, because
in that way we can gain an understanding of what the concrete work means
for parish life. After this, we more or less summarize the other dioceses, and
at the end of the article, we present an overview of different types of charity

work seen in the metropolises.

Holy Archdiocese of Athens

The Holy Archdiocese of Athens is the Head of the Church of Greece. Its
region extends throughout most of Athens and its outskirts. The Archbish-
op is the Head of the Archdiocese of Athens and the OC of Greece. Since
February 2008, the Archbishop is the reverent Ieronymos II, born Ioannis
Liapis. The Archdiocese has devoted much of its work to social and welfare
care organized in NGOs and Charity Funds. These structures cover a variety
of needs, e. g. nutrition, clothing, health care, education, providing residence
and legal advice.

The most essential of the NGOs is Apostoli (i.e. Mission; Apostoli),
founded in July 2010 by the Archbishop leronymos II as the first action un-
dertaken by the OC to face the economic crisis victims and its work focus-
es on the sectors of humanity, development, and education (Apostoli). Its
aims are the social and economic support of the less privileged social groups
(young people included), as well as the improvement of their living conditions
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by providing every possible moral and material help. Special care provides
support to disadvantaged populations with religious and cultural specificities.
Apostoli cooperates with the Greek Local Government, research institutes,
companies, as well as other national and international NGOs, to ensure the
highest effectiveness of its charity work (Apostoli. Our vision).

Within the frame of its activities a variety of projects are supported, such
as The Church on the Road, The Church at Home, I Have a Mission, Apostoli
Supports Students, Apostoli to the Homeless, NN and Piraeus Programme Child &
Future as well as many other smaller programs, all founded during the years
of the crisis.

More specifically, the Apostoli project, The Church on the Road, undertakes
the daily distribution of free food portions to homeless people, foreigners,
and drug addicts and, in general, destitute people, irrespective of race or any
discrimination. This activity of the project takes place in central places of
Athens, thus; it aims to raise empathy among citizens and attract volunteers.
More than 2,000 volunteers, regardless of religion and nationality, participate
in the activity (Apostoli. The Church on the Road).

Another project run by Apostoli is The Church at Home. This activity con-
cerns the distribution of packages of food, with items for daily use (for ex-
ample, flour, legumes, sugar, pasta, evaporated milk), distributed every month
in the parish centres to Greek families living on the margins of poverty. Ac-
cording to the vision of Archbishop Ieronymos II, the Aposzoli project aims to
support the priests’work, who take care of the helpless, powerless, and people
in pain. When the project was initiated in July 2011, it distributed 1,500 food
packages. This number has been continuously increasing ever since (Apostoli.
The Church at Home).

I Have a Mission, is an Apostoli project that includes a series of actions
mainly focused on educational purposes. In the frame of this project, books
are sent to school libraries in the border area and stationery is distributed for
free in schools. The project priorities are to enhance among students the love
of reading and a reading attitude. To the present day, more than 30,000 books
and stationery have been sent to border areas of Greece. Local teachers, as
well as the local municipalities, support the project.

Aiming to support students’ families that face problems obtaining food,
the Apostoli Supports School Students project allows families to keep their an-
onymity, dignity, and respect. Because when a child is hungry, also his/her
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family is undernourished. The project distributes food packages to the school
students’ families. The amount of food in the package is in accordance with
the members of the family. The list of the students’ families is drawn up by
Apostoli in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and Religious Af-
fairs, that select the appropriate primary or secondary schools included in the
project (Apostoli. Apostoli Supports School Students).

Another project is Apostoli to the Homeless, meant for the protection of
homeless people in Athens during the night. In this project, food is distribut-
ed to the homeless and destitute people, late at night in the streets of Athens.
The volunteers who offer diaconia at Apostoli work overnight to provide food,
fresh juice, and water. They are accompanied by doctors who, at the same
time, offer medical care (Apostoli. Apostoli to the Homeless).

Apostoli collaborates with the NN and Piraeus Programme Child & Fu-
ture. NN and Piraeus Bank provide products and services to support the cur-
rent needs of Greek society. Furthermore, these two prominent organizations
seem to be strongly aware of their responsibility towards the society, and thus,
they undertake significant initiatives, e.g., the support of Aposzoli in its charity
work for children. This activity ensures a savings programme that provides
considerable capital to support the children’s studies in Greece or abroad.

Additionally, Apostoli is involved in many other actions aiming to improve
the life of both the Greeks and immigrants. These include 1) the Environ-
mental Centre in Parnitha, 2) the Independent Addict Reintegration Unit,
3) the Education and Care Unit for Autistic Children, 4) a Bedridden Care
Unit, 5) a Nursing Home, 6) nutrition of more than 10,000 food portions a
day. For the implementation of these projects, it has launched collaborations
with European and national bodies, such as the Ministry of Employment,
the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Health, the Information Society, the
European Commission, and the United Nations.

For the support of socially vulnerable groups from the perspective of sus-
tainable development, Apostoli collaborates with the Greek Local Govern-
ment (Municipalities), research institutes, companies, and other civil socie-
ty organizations or other denominations, e.g., The United Society Partners
in the Gospel (USPG), The International Orthodox Christian Charities
(IOCC), The Anglican Church in Greece, and the Inter-Church Organiza-
tion for Development Cooperation (ICCO) of the Protestant Church in the
Netherlands, that provides informal educational activities and psychosocial
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support to refugees and migrants currently residing at the Educational Centre
Apostoli for the Refugees and Migrants in Athens. The project aims to facilitate
the social integration of refugees and migrants over 15 years old through the
instruction of Greek language, history and culture and prepare them to par-
ticipate in the National Examination for the Certificate of Attainment in the
Greek Hellenomathia, which allows foreigners to register at a Greek institu-
tion of higher education. Apostoli also supports the Center for Alzheimer’s
Disease, Estia accommodation facility for unaccompanied children, Boarding
House for the Chronic Mentally I1l, Protected Homes and Apartments (Ap-
ostoli Successfully continues, 2018).

Another social care domain of the Archdiocese of Athens is the General
Charity Fund, which coordinates the local parish Charity Funds. The Gen-
eral Charity Fund belongs to the organization, Service of Christian Solidarity,
which takes care of the social and philanthropic activities of the Archdiocese
and offers help to any vulnerable, destitute people independent of their race,
sex, age, religion, and nationality (Iera Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko filop-
toho tameio). It further collaborates with the Hellenic Economic Chamber,
aiming to support those who need accounting, taxation, and financial ad-
vice (Iera Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko filoptocho tameio. Ananeosi-simfo-
nias-gft-oee). It organized 2) a mobile health care unit that offers free med-
ical examinations to uninsured people, (Iera Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko
filoptocho tameio. Programma kinitis monadas ygeias); 2) a voluntary blood
donation event in collaboration with the General Hospital of Athens, G.
Gennimatas, that keeps a blood bank and sets up regularly days for blood do-
nation to support the needs of the sick (Iera Archiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko
filoptocho tameio. Blood donation.); and 3) Imatio, a shop for distributing
clothing daily to the poor and destitute (Iera Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko
filoptocho tameio. Agiasmos-imatio).

Additionally, the Charity Fund organizes many other social services, too.
These include 1) the Social Service acting as the connecting link with the
152 parishes of the Archdiocese to facilitate the support at the local congre-
gations, (Iera Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko filoptocho tameio. Social-ser-
vices); 2) Social Dentistry that provides free dental care to the poor (lera
Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko filoptocho tameio. Social Dentistry.); 3) So-
cial Pharmacy which provides free medicine to the poor, where the Panhel-
lenic Pharmaceutical Association gives medication (Iera Arxiepiskopi Athi-
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non. Geniko filoptocho tameio. Social Pharmacy); 4) Vafeiadakeion Nursing
Station that every year hosts 180 babies and infants in collaboration with the
legacy of the Vafeiadakeion Foundation (Iera Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Geniko
filoptocho tameio. Station-babies); 5) Sz Philothei Centre of Education, Cul-
ture and Volunteerism, where every summer 600 children are hosted, clergy-
men, and families of the clergymen, in the summer camp of the Archdiocese
(Iera Arxiepiskopi Athinon. Centre of education, culture and voluntarism
Agia Filothei); and 6) the Centre for the Support of the Family (KESO)
collaborating with 74 parishes of the Archdiocese. This centre provides in-
formation to families on issues concerning social welfare, such as health is-
sues, psychological support, medical services, law advice, and seminars. KESO
collaborates with the Athens Notarial Association for free legal advice. Also,
it offers clothes, shoes, and equipment for babies, as well as provides house
rental properties through the NGOs Praksis and The Child’s Friends who help
find apartments to host temporarily homeless families. Additionally, every
year KESO supports economically ten child births by non-insured women,
free medical care, free vaccinations and paediatric medical examinations in
collaboration with the Red Cross, free physiotherapy, logotherapy in cooper-
ation with relevant organizations, free in-home care provided by students of
the National School of Public Health and Nursery (Arxiepiskopi Athinon.
KESO).

This long list full of variations shows that during the last years, the Holy
Archdiocese of Athens has offered diaconia activities of all the eight classes
described in the introduction.

Holy Archdiocese of Crete

The southern archdiocese, the Archdiocese of Crete, is a smaller archdiocese
with eight (8) metropolises (dioceses). The Head is the Archbishop of Crete,
Irineos. Although much smaller in comparison to the Metropolis of Athens,
the Archdiocese of Crete offers a variety of diaconia activities, not only in-
ternal but also external. The inward activities of the Archdiocese of Crete in-
clude NGOs and the sectors charity fund, health care, nutrition, clothing, ed-
ucation, accommodation, and legal advice and are all supported by volunteers.

The NGO of the Archdiocese of Crete is Filoxenia (lera Arxiepiskopi

Kritis. Filoxenia). It aims to enhance and promote the community service and
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other work of the Church of Crete in charity activities. This NGO belongs
to the Archdiocese, the eight Holy dioceses of the Church of Crete, the Ec-
clesiastical Academy, and the Orthodox Academy of Crete. The activities of
Filoxenia extend both in Greece and abroad. In the other sectors of Diaconia,
the Archdiocese has organized and runs the charity fund called The Cash Desk
of God’s Love, founded in December 2011. It aims to support people who are
financially in need (Iera Arxhiepiskopi Kritis. The Cash Desk of God’s Love).

Another charity fund is Diaconia of Love, which aims to offer daily free
clothing, food, shoes, household utensils, etc., to the destitute (Iera Arxie-
piksopi Kritis. Diakonia agapis). Diaconia of Love, has organized a Job Office
where those wishing to offer work declare it and can do jobs like, e.g., olive
picking, wall painting and patient care. There is also a volunteer group for the
production and sale of Cretan traditional products (e.g., olive oil soap, woven
fabrics, embroidery, handmade creations), and the income from the sales is
used to reinforce the goals of the Diaconia of Love. A sewing lab where people
are taught free of charge hand embroidery, sewing machine embroidery, sew-
ing (for example, patterns), weaving, knitting (for example lace, and needles),
kopanelli and other handmade products. In the sector of health, there is care
for lonesome people and the poor (lera Arxiepiskopi Kritis. Monada mona-
hikon & emperistaton adelfon).

The Archdiocese of Crete does not have as many different diaconia ac-
tivities as the Archdiocese of Athens, but the presented activities still overlap
seven of the eight diaconia activities showed above. It is only the work with
homelessness that seems not to be as fully developed as above, which makes
sense as such phenomena are much more extensive in big cities such as the
capital of Greece, Athens.

Holy Metropolis Thessalonikis

The Metropolis Thessalonikis belongs, spiritually, to the Ecumenical Patri-
archate, and, ecclesiastically, to the Church of Greece. It has its seat in Thes-
saloniki, and its ecclesiastical district is the entire central part of the city. The
Head is the Metropolite Anthimos Roussas.

The diocese has seven of the classes of charitative activity described above.
There is a charity work organization, 7he Diaconia Project, which serves to
face the suffering from the economic crisis, which works in the following sec-
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tors: funding, nutrition, health care, accommodation, education, and clothing
(Iera Mitropolis Thessalonikis. Filantrhopiko ergo; Iera Mitropolis Thessa-
lonikis. Syssitia; Iera Mitropolis Thessalonikis. Rouxismos).

Worthy of mention is the providing of free meals offered daily by sev-
enteen (17) parish churches to the destitute Greeks and refugees without
discriminations and with Christian dignity. This kind of activity seems to be
one of the significant efforts to fight the consequences of the crisis. Regarding
accommodation, worth mentioning is an orphanage, an elder nursing house
as well as some tens of possibilities for students. In the sector of Health Care,
a supported Social Medical Centre, Agii Anargyri, exists for free service from
doctors as well as regular organization blood banks (Iera Mitropolis Thessa-
lonikis. Blood donation).

Finally, the diocese has organized two clothing centres, where there are
clothes and shoes offered free to the destitute. With this activity, the Metrop-
olis Thessalonikis completes its list of diaconia activities with up to seven of
the eight mentioned above. Only activities with legal advice seem to be less

present.

Holy Metropolis Neapoleos and Stavroupoleos

The Metropolis of Neapoleos & Stavroupoleos encompasses the western part
of Thessaloniki, with its seat in Neapolis. The Head is the Metropolite, Var-
navas. In the area of the diocese lives a great number of low-income Greeks,
refugees, and Roma. The diaconia work of the diocese is of great variety and
includes the sectors charity fund, health care, nutrition, clothing, accommo-
dation, and education (Iera Mitropolis Neapoleos & Stavroupoleos. Filan-
thropiko ergo). The metropolis has established a central charity fund, which
supervises the diaconia of all the above sectors.

In this metropolis, we can present statistical data of the total number of
people offered free meals in the diocese. The number of people getting food
in December of each year is presented in Table 1. We can see the rapid growth
in 2011-2012.

Also, the nutrition sector provides daily free breakfast for 200 primary
school pupils. Additionally, a Social Grocery Store, Love, offers twice a month
free food and household items to the destitute who cannot benefit from the
free meals and food tables.
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Year Number of people
December 2010 1,387
December 2011 2,445
December 2012 5,284
December 2013 6,573
December 2014 7,483
December 2015 7,556
December 2016 7,954
December 2017 8,109

Table 1: People getting food during the last month of years 2010 to 2017 in
the Metropolis of Neapoleos & Stavroupoleos.

As in many other metropolises, there is a clothing bank, #be Sleeve (since
December 2011) and a Social Medical Centre with a Social Pharmacy (since
October 2013). More unique is that the diocese provides accommodation for
the patients of the hospital and their relatives in two Guest Houses (Iera Mi-
tropolis Neapoleos & Stavroupoleos. Xenones).

The diocese takes special care of the sector of education and runs the pro-
ject Study support lessons, where primary and secondary school students are
offered free lessons to help them in courses where they face difficulties. Also
a particular centre exists, The Lighthouse of the World, which aims to protect
the underaged (O Faros tou kosmou). The actions are overseen by the Center
for the Protection of Underage Roma and include a great variety of activi-
ties. During summer holidays there are some educational summer camps for
children: (O Faros tou kosmou. Mia fora kienankairo; O Faros tou Kosmou.
Dorean kataskinosi; O Faros tou kosmou. Eduact & Robotics camp). Fur-
thermore, a specialized sector concerns the collaboration with the Prosecutor
of Thessaloniki to execute alternative punishments for juveniles who have
violated behaviour rules or laws and the assignment of temporary custody for
the underaged.

The long list of different activities in the Metropolis of Neapoleos and
Stavroupoleos shows significant variations of diaconia activities. Compared
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with the list presented above, we can notice that only two of the presented
eight seem to be less critical. Those are legal advice and providing residence.

Holy Metropolis Demetriados and Almyrou

The Metropolis Demetriados and Almyrou has its seat in Volos and the
Head is the Metropolite, Ignatios Georgakopoulos. The charity work offered
by the diocese includes a great variety of services and extends into the sectors
of health care, accommodation, and nutrition.

A unique role is filled by the Association for the Support of the Prisoners’
in Volos, The Crucifix. Its members visit any person who is in need and pro-
vide material and psychological support, e.g., they visited the hot spot of the
refugees and immigrants (MOZA) and distributed clothing, diapers for ba-
bies and toys for the children, or donated medical material to the Health Cen-
tre of Zagora (Pilion) (Iera Mitropolis Demetriados & Almyrou. Fylakes).

In the sector of Health Care, the Archdiocese supports the care of pa-
tients in Achillopouleio hospital in Volos (Iera Mitropolis Demetriados & Al-
myrou. Diakonia Asthenon) and has also established a special First Aid So-
cial Station, Diakonia (Iera Mitropolis Demetriados & Almyrou. Fagito; lera
Mitropoli Dimitriados & Almyrou. Stathmos Koinonikon Boitheion). There
is also a blood donation bank and a Social drugstore, which offers free medicine
to vulnerable social groups and recycles the expired medicines (Iera Mitropo-
lis Demetriados &Almyrou. Koinoniko farmakeio).

Worthy of mention as a specialty is also the free breakfast for elementary
school pupils. There, volunteer women cook meals that are offered free to
destitute people in 29 parish churches. That kind of activity is also organized
(Iera Mitropolis Demetriados &Almyrou. Vrefonipiakos_stathmos).

The Metropolis Demetriados and Almyrou has somewhat own profile in
its diaconia activities. We could see health care, nutrition, accommodation as
well as providing residence, but less about charity funds, clothing, education,
and legal advice.

Holy Metropolis Mantineias and Kynourias

The Metropolis Mantineias and Kynourias has its seat in Tripoli in Pelopon-
nese and includes the areas of central Peloponnese. The Head is the Met-
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ropolite, Alexandros Papadopoulos. The sectors in which the diocese offers
diaconia are the charity fund, accommodation, health, food, clothing, and ed-
ucation (Iera Mitropolis Mantineias & Kynourias. Filanthropiki Diakonia).

The diocese has a very active accommodation sector taking special care
of elderly sick people. There are two elder nursing homes, Dekazeion Church
Nursing Home for older people and Condorroupeion Church Elderly Home in
Leonidio. Furthermore, the Foundation for blind women, Aghia Paraskevi,
in Tripoli, cares for and cures blind women from all over Greece. Further, a
combination of Health Care and Accommodation for sick elderly people is
provided in two foundations: Osios David the Elder for chronic illnesses, and
the S¢ Leonidas foundation for chronic patients and older persons. Addition-
ally, the diocese has established a Nursery Station, which aims to help new
families in raising their children.

The diocese takes a particular interest in supporting university students
financially. Therefore, in the sector of Education, the diocese offers each year
four financial excellence awards to students who were distinguished at the
Panhellenic University Entrance Examinations at the University of Pelopon-
nese. Also other scholarships and awards exist there (Iera Mitropolis Man-
tineias & Kynourias. Filanthropiki Diakonia).

The Metropolis Mantineias and Kynourias presents the most typical di-
aconia activities, and as Metropolis of Neapoleos & Stavroupoleos, it is less
present in the areas of providing residence and legal advice. Six of the eight
characters of diaconia activities could be found here.

Holy Metropolis Syrou

The Metropolis Syrou has its seat in Ermoupolis, the capital of Syros Island,
and includes the islands of Kyclades. The Head is the Metropolite, Doroth-
eos Polykandriotis. It offers a variety of diaconia activities, which include the
sectors charity fund, accommodation, and health care.

This diocese presents some of the charity working models shown earlier.
The existing charity fund (Iera Mitropolis Syrou. Eranos Agapis & Filathel-
feias), and residence for both the elderly and students (Iera Mitropolis Syrou.
Oikos Eygirias Agiou loanni Talanton; Iera Mitropolis Syrou. Foititiki Es-
tia). A combination of sccommodation and health care is provided in 7%e

Traveler’s House hostel. It aims to host the escorts of patients coming to the
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hospital from the Cycladic islands. It also hosts students during education-
al excursions, doctors, and nurses during their training, pupils with specific
learning problems, children from sports teams that come to Ermoupolis from
the Cycladic islands (Iera Mitropolis Syrou. Xenonas Filoxenias).

The Metropolis Syrou has not such a long and versatile palette of diaconia
activities, as many of the above presented. Our analysis shows only charity
fund, health care, and accommodation as the central form, and activities on
areas of nutrition, clothing, education, providing residence, and legal advice
are less present.

Holy Metropolis Kitrous, Katerinis and Platamonos

The metropolis has its seat in the city of Katerini, near Mt Olympus. The
Head is the Metropolite, Georgios Chrysostomou. The diocese offers many
diaconia activities, which include charity fund, nutrition, accommodation,
clothing, health care, and education. (Iera Mitropolis Kitrous kai Pierias).

One characteristic specialty of the area is in the nutrition sector. The dio-
cese has organized The Daily Bread, where meals are cooked and distributed
to the parishes. About 300 meals are offered daily to destitute people in need.
Every morning, breakfast is provided to primary school pupils in the city of
Katerini. Furthermore, The Feeder Social Grocery store covers the basic food
needs of 500 poor, low-income families, and solitary older people in the area
of Pieria.

Additionally, clothing and shoes are provided to families and individuals
who live in poverty. Accommodation for older women is provided there as
well. Some extra charity is also meant specifically for children and youngsters,
especially those coming from countries in a state of war. the diocese has estab-
lished a social teaching centre where teachers offer free lessons to primary and
secondary school pupils, as well as special preparation lessons for the Panhel-
lenic University Entrance Examinations (YouTube channel: Iera Mitropolis
Kitrous kai Pierias. Filanthropiko ergo).

The Metropolis Kitrous, Katerinis and Platamonos presents the most
typical diaconia activities, and it is less present in the areas of providing resi-
dence and legal advice. Six of the eight characters of diaconia activities could
be found here.
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Holy Metropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias, and Northern Sporadon

This metropolis includes the islands of Evia and the northern Sporades and
has its seat in Chalkida, the capital of Evia island. The Head is the Met-
ropolite, Chrysostomos Triantafyllou. The diocese has a variety of diaconia
activities, which includes the sectors of a charity fund, health care, nutrition
and clothing, education, and accommodation. Worthy of special mention is
the existence of two charity funds aiming to provide any kind of support and
relief to the destitute and suftering people: the Philanthropic Charity Fund
(Iera Mitropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Sporadon. Geniko filoptoho
tameio) and the Parish Charity Fund, working in every parish of the diocese
(30 in total) (Iera Mitropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Sporadon. Eno-
riaka filoptoha tameia).

These offer meals, foods, clothing, social health care, and summer camps
(Iera Mitropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Sporadon. Syssitia; Iera Me-
tropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Sporadon. Rouha & Trofima; lera
Mitropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Sporadon. Ygeia; Iera Mitropolis
Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Sporadon. Kataskinosi). More unique is the
two working areas: the Centre for Drug Prevention and Counselling, which
collaborates with OKANA (Centre for Those Addicted to Drugs) and other
public organizations (Iera Mitropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Spora-
don. OKANA), and a special working form for the diocese, a school for learn-
ing the Greek language. The lessons are free for any interested person (Iera
Mitropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias & Voreion Sporadon. Sholeio ellinikis glossas).

The Metropolis Chalkidos, Istiaias, and Northern Sporadon follows the
model of the Dioceses Kitrous, Katerinis and Platamonos and two others pre-
sented above. It is less present in the sectors of providing residence and legal
advice. Six of the eight characters of diaconia activities could be found here.

The diaconal role of the Church

The short overview of the diaconia activities taken by the webpages of the
metropolis of the OC during the years of the economic crisis shows an in-
teresting phenomenon. The Church has been active, especially in areas that
traditionally have been understood as typical for the state. We summarize our

analysis of diaconia activities in diverse dioceses in Table 2.
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Character of activity

Archdiocese
or Metropolis

Charity
Fund

Health
Care

Nutri-

tion

Clo-
thing

Edu-

cation

Accom-
moda-

tion

Residence
(Homeless/
orphan)

Legal

advice

1 Archdioce-
se of Athens

X

2 Archdioce-
se of Crete

3 Metropolis
Thessalonikis

4 Metropolis
Neapoleos &

Stavroupoleos

5 Metropolis
Demetriados

6 Metropolis
Mantineias
and Kynou-

rias

7 Metropolis
Syrou

8 Metropo-
lis Kitrous,
Katerinis and

Platamonos

9 Metropolis
Chalkidos,
Istiaias, and
Northern

Sporadon

Table 2: The diaconia activities of the dioceses in the Orthodox Church
of Greece during the years of economic crisis.

In Table 2, we can see two phenomena. Firstly it characterizes the activi-

ties of the Church, and secondly, in these very activities, we can see something
about the way in which the OC has understood its role in Greek society dur-

ing the years of economic crisis.
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The OC activities are many and multifold. We do not have statistical mate-
rial about the quantities in many areas, but we can note that the church seems
to go at least to some point beyond the limits of parish charity work, which tra-
ditionally has been understood as diaconia activity (Barnett, 1995; Malkavaara,
2015; Noller, 2016). The Church is now covering many areas, which traditional-
ly have been understood as the responsibility of the Greek State’s social welfare
services. The information on the social work of an indicative number of metrop-
olises shows evidently that their diaconia activities are multidimensional and
multilevel, aiming to support or cover the needs of the people living in Greece
— both Greeks and immigrants. This can be seen, especially, in the noteworthy
fact that the main sectors of the diaconia activities are those serving basic hu-
man needs like nutrition, health care, clothing, accommodation, and education.

All the metropolises we presented in this article focus on the free daily
meals (syssitia), to prevent people from starving. They have organized kitch-
ens where volunteers cook and serve meals to the hungry. Other metropolises
prepared food packages and delivered them to the homes of low-income fam-
ilies or disabled people. Additionally, some have opened “social supermarkets”
with free food for those who cannot come to the syssitia for various reasons.
Special care is taken in the sectors of clothing and health care, which also
cover basic living needs. Most of the metropolises opened a “social clothing
store” where the poor can take the clothes they need for free.

In the described areas, the role of the Church has expanded. Moreover,
a somewhat similar effect can be seen in one more development. The met-
ropolites give an essential diaconia activity the highest priority and attention
because it relates to the health conditions of the people in a society. Here we
refer to the “social medical centres” organized by the metropolises. There doc-
tors and nurses examine the sick poor people for free and provide them with
the medicine they need, as they cannot afford to pay for them. Pharmacists
and other people collect medicine.

On the whole, as it can be noticed from the diaconia activities of the me-
tropolis, the overall social work of the OC responded as well as possible to the
needs that emerged in Greek society during the years of the economic crisis,
which affected mainly the majority of the urban population. It covers a wide
range of activities and addresses all vulnerable groups of the people, including
the immigrants. The main topic is in the needs of the people, and the OC is
organizing its activities based on the requirements in society.
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A hypothetical conclusion

The outcomes described above led to an interesting, even though hypotheti-
cal result about the role of the Church in Greek society. We do not have many
exact statistical facts nor literature to help verify our conclusion. We have only
more or less vague formulations, mostly on internet pages, which we know
do not necessarily describe all of the activities that occurred in the dioceses.
But we have knowledge of the self-understanding of the Orthodox Church
before the economic crisis, and we have glaring examples of activities done in
the Church. In comparison with the common knowledge about the character
of the diaconal activities of churches, this gives us enough reason to formulate
the following hypothesis.

In light of the material described above, the role of the Orthodox Church in
Greece seems fo be changing during and because of the economic crisis. As society
now works, the OC has a vital role in helping people in the very practical questions
of everyday life. As far as we can verify it, this seems to be the new role the
Church has chosen to take in society. The old nation-based Church has be-
come society-based. The change in the role of the OC has taken place during
the years of the economic crisis and focuses more on answering to the needs
of the people.

In the language of the Church, the role of OC can be seen as following
the words of Christ in Matthew 25:35: “For I was hungry and you gave me
food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was stranger and you welcomed
me”. In this way, the Orthodox Church in Greece tries to prove in practice
that Christian love and diaconia is not an abstract theory, but practical soli-
darity and empathy towards all people regardless of gender, age, nationality,
and religion, as taught by St Paul. And in today’s Greece, this means an active
society-based role of the OC.

We hope that this brief and small-scale offering of information can be the
initiative for two things: Firstly, both for Greece but also for other countries
to examine their diaconia activities and contribute to the international discus-
sion of diaconia in Christianity. And secondly, to a more in-depth analysis of

the role of the Orthodox Church in Greece.
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