A Pastoral Homage
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The first years of our Cathedral’s formation were marked by the challenge of new immigration and all which that phenomenon entails; so indeed have been the last ten years. The esteem held for this church – and for its first priest, Fan S. Noli – is underlined by the steady stream of visits from Albania of educators, diplomats, clergymen, physicians, journalists, authors, musicians, poets and all three presidents of the country.

In 1988, overtures were made for your pastor to visit the ancestral homeland: the first time that a clergyman was permitted entry into Albania since the forcible closing of all houses of worship in 1967. It was a watershed time, as the Balkan country was just beginning to emerge from its long night of isolation. Our Cathedral and Archdiocese amiably extended their resources in fostering and facilitating religious, charitable, educational, cultural and diplomatic initiatives in appropriate ways.

It seemed that God was opening a door and that our Cathedral was a vital hinge. Soon, its tower would come to symbolize a spiritual Statue of Liberty for many incoming refugees.

It Could Have Been Us

During the years following, our community responded in countless ways to the needs, at home and abroad, of its newcomer parishioners. Who can forget the endless, tedious, yet joyous chore of packing food cartons and clothing not only for distant relatives, but for 88 leper families. It made biblical stories jump out of the pages of scripture! Planning shipments of freight became a weekly project which was most tiresome but happily done. Catechetic pamphlets, prayer brochures, Liturgy books, and Bibles were lugged to musty warehouses and dark airport hangars for late-night flights abroad. This gave many of us a much-expanded vision of what true charity is: not something vague and remote, but intensely personal and immediate. Names of distant places, such as Korcha and Kosova, became familiar to a new generation of Bostonians. And not only here, but in Worcester, New York, Trumbull, Philadelphia, Jamestown, Cleveland, Chicago, Detroit and wherever our folks reside in North America.  Assisting the medical needs of new arrivals brought the message home into even sharper focus. Names now had faces; illusion gave way to reality. It was sociology and theology all rolled together. We were living unique and historic moments.

Personally, I was prayerfully pleased as your pastor to witness the quiet and generous nature of this flock in giving of themselves. In the back of many minds was the haunting thought: “it could have been us over there.” And, as newcomers flowed into Boston, their constant needs for acculturation, translation and guidance through the system of a “new culture” and society brought out the best in us. Bilingual sermons met the wishes of newly baptized Orthodox Christians, many of them embracing the faith as adults. In some ways, we really began to know people as they really are: a lesson that no book can teach. There were stresses and strains to be sure, but it was more a sacred sense of what is right that propelled us to keep trying.

A Broader Spectrum

The Cathedral Advisory Board took on a different face as a new generation began taking over the complex operations for maintaining a church. Gratefully, meetings became shorter, but in some ways more decisive and honed. Investment strategies and stewardship-giving broadened in theory and in practice.. We conducted several “phone-a-thons,” ideas familiar to most college alumni as we enjoyed chatting with parishioners far and wide. “The Banner” rolled off the press as a vehicle of communication to our geographically widening circle of faithful friends. The “Brickworks” cartoon in our Weekly Bulletin gave the church’s physical features tiny voices of their own, as the stones began to speak. Coffee Hours became occasions for lingering banter and exchanging views. Our office became a social service center, and an ethnic resource and clearinghouse with advanced printers, copiers, computers and e-mail service in addition to its normal parish functions. The sad loss of the old school building due to fire in 1990, and a lengthy, legal and cumbersome relationship with a neighbor tested the patience of many. Eventually, the episode resulted in a positive outcome by 1993. We secured both townhouses on either side of the Cathedral and consolidated our facilities and goals. I was reassured by the sense of fair play and forbearance endured and exhibited by our parishioners in such a Christian manner. It made me feel prouder than ever to be your pastor.

The Campaign to build a handicap ramp in 1996 became a successful model for area churches, harmoniously integrating the architectural environs with its sleek, handsome design while addressing current needs and building codes. Not long before, exquisite decoration and interior painting embellished the sanctuary pillars and auditorium, while rich Renaissance-red carpeting in 1997 and fewer pews visually opened the sacred space. Visitors continued to be awed. Extensive meetings with neighbors and the city officials secured the necessary initiatives to embark on a much-needed parking facility in 1998, as “Petro the Parking Lot Pelican” asked us to fill his beak with donations!

The civic value and social role of our Cathedral in the neighborhood was acknowledged by the prestigious Historic Boston, Inc., which offered a matching grant for our Restoration Project after an awards competition and the Boston City Council recommended our inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places in Washington, D.C. Nearly a century ago, this structure had been a special place for Julia Ward Howe and for Helen Keller. Later, for Archbishop Fan S. Noli, it became so for you, your families and for many others. During the last decade, articles featuring this holy place have appeared in The New York Times, the Boston Globe, the Boston Herald, the Patriot ledger, newspapers around the country and abroad, followed by local, national and international television and radio reports. Even the TV series “Spencer” and the movie “Good Will Hunting:” found a place to film here and nearby and used our Fellowship Hall for their crews.

It’s Our Church

The Church School began to flourish with new ideas and energy from a dedicated teacher staff. Visits to the MFA to view the image of Jesus as seen by different cultures through the ages, made our Orthodox Icons even more vivid and poignant. Tours of the church by teachers and priests encouraged the students to experience our Cathedral as their very own place of worship, and not just the place where their parents pray. Visits to Orthodox convents and monasteries in the post-Easter season deepened awareness of the spiritual life, and the Graduation Day Quiz continued to be won by the students who delighted in prevailing over the adults … every time. The image of the kids sitting around their pastor on the solea during question-answer sessions brought out “the darndest things!” Sermons linked the Gospel’s enduring message with salient events and issues of the day, and we instituted a “shared liturgy” with St. John’s on Summer Sundays. In our Chapel, mid-week liturgies featured a “dialogue sermon:” a conversational interchange between pastor and flock. Our congregation during the latest Pascha swelled as at no time within recent memory. The Daughters of Saint George brought the Ladies Guild into its fold as Harvest Bazaars became an occasion to witness to our environs, and the Choir continued its magnificent praises through the decade, and included youngsters within its fold. Newcomers began to contribute a unique flavor to our cosmopolitan cathedral.

Neighborly relations were enhanced by lectures and exhibits at the Public Library, attendance at ecumenical services, and by support of charities spanning the continent: food pantries, prison ministries, orphanages, homeless shelters, seminaries and missions. The Metropolitan graciously made Palm Sunday not only a customary archpastoral visitation but a most singular joy during a Paschal visit for our “90th Nameday Celebration” in April, underscoring our new sense of community: “On behalf of All and for All.”

We come from many ethnic origins in fact, although one in particular has been quite special for us. We dwell in many towns around the Hub, yet this Cathedral stands as a Hill of Faith on a special peninsula noted for its independence of spirit, freedom of thought and worship. It has welcomed many arrivals before us and will, with God’s help, welcome many more for the Glory of Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Very Reverend Arthur E. Liolin
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