How Does one come to faith?
A Missions Class and Practicum in Albania

June 13, 2010 - Webster, MA 

How does one come to faith? This is a question I often reflect upon. I love to hear stories of those who have had dramatic conversions, where Christ has entered people’s lives and completely changed the direction which they had been walking. Of course, not everyone has a St. Paul type of conversion. Some encounter the Gospel through the quiet voice of God speaking deep within their soul. Others see it lived out by those who radiate a unique love and joy, and are thus attracted to seek it out themselves. And still others discover it in different and various ways.
In today’s Gospel reading, we hear our Lord challenge us to “Seek first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness.” Don’t worry about anything, our Lord commands us, but make your pursuit of the kingdom of God above all else!
I wish everyone would heed these words, and make their pursuit for God’s Kingdom the greatest priority in life. And yet, the journey of faith is a mysterious path for all of us, and no one can predict when and how and if people will discover it. We are sure of only one thing - God is passionately and lovingly seeking after us. The more important question is how will we respond to God? Will we even respond? In our hectic and busy world, will we find the time, or more importantly, will we make the time to hear God’s loving call, and then respond to it?

As all of you know, these past two weeks I offered a missions class to 11 theological students from Holy Cross and St. Vladimir’s entitled “The Missiology of Archbishop Anastasios of Albania.” Following a week of course work at Holy Cross, our class then traveled to Albania for two weeks to witness the work and mission that has occurred there over the past 20 years. Our group saw many of the beautiful new church buildings, we visited various Church schools, clinics, and institutions, we talked with various missionaries and the many young indigenous leaders of numerous ministries, and we took part in an outreach to university students and to the children in the Home of Hope. All praised God and agreed that truly miraculous things have occurred over the past two decades! Yet what probably inspired many of us the most were the stories of faith that we heard from bishops, clergy and laymen and women who are now serving in the Church.

What diverse journeys of faith! God passionately pursues each child of His throughout the world, and for those who have “ears to hear and eyes to see” the call of God can lead people on a most unpredictable and mysterious journey. Some of the people we met discovered God during the most dangerous and dark periods of communism. Others encountered God in the loving hospitality offered to immigrants. One encountered Christ through Protestant missionaries, only to journey further in his pursuit for the true Church and to end up as an Orthodox bishop. And still others found their Lord through the quiet witness of family, combined with the outreach of the Church.

God passionately pursues us, and for those whose hearts are open, they respond and discover the pearl of great price and the greatest treasure in life!

During our trip to Albania, we went on a two day, 20 km walking pilgrimage with Metropolitan John of Korca. Metropolitan John came from a culturally Muslim family, and grew up throughout the darkest years of communism. During the dangerous 1970s, when the government persecuted the slightest expression of any religious expression, the young man Fatmir heard God’s voice in the most unpredictable manner. He was trying to learn French, and a friend of his, who was an underground believer, took a great risk by giving him a book by which he could practice his French. The book was the Gospel of John, and through this encounter with Holy Scripture, Fatmir began a journey of faith that led to his baptism in the basement of 
Fr. Kosma’s house, night liturgies with the holy women of Korca, and which eventually led to his departure from Albania to America, his studies at Holy Cross Theological School in Brookline, and a return to Albania to serve as a priest and eventually as a bishop!
Bishop Nikolla of Apollonia came from a culturally Muslim family. He was a young boy throughout the years of communism, but with the opening of the doors in 1991, he fled to Greece like hundreds of thousands of other Albanian immigrants. During one of the tense periods between Albania and Greece, when the Greek government was deporting many Albanians back to Albania, a pious Greek family befriended Niko. This family offered traditional, loving Christian hospitality to the young immigrant. During this difficult time for many Albanian immigrants, this Greek family treated Niko like their own son. And he noticed their extreme love and kindness. He also noticed how every Sunday his hosts would go to Church. So one day, he asked them if he could join them. He did, and at the Church, a pious chanter embraced the young Albanian, taking him under his care and teaching him about the faith. Through the witness and hospitality of the host family, and through the example of such people like this chanter, Niko eventually was baptized. When he expressed a desire to learn more about the faith, his hosts encouraged him to return to Albania and study under Archbishop Anastasios and the Church in Albania. His return to his homeland led him to study at the Resurrection of Christ Academy, further his studies in Athens, and eventually become a priest, and then another of the new, young, dynamic bishops of Albania. Today he serves as the director of the Resurrection of Christ Academy in Shen Vlash-Durres.
Bishop Andoni of Kruja came from a culturally Muslim family. He also witnessed communism mostly through his childhood and teenage years. With the coming of democracy, Andon had a desire to learn English and meet foreigners. He met some of the hundreds of American Protestant missionaries who flooded into Albania, and listened to their preaching about Jesus Christ. Through their witness, he came to believe in Christ and eventually was baptized, even becoming a leader in this neophyte evangelical church. During his journey of faith, however, he came into contact with some zealous Orthodox friends who offered a compelling witness, and who challenged him to find the ancient Church. Since he knew English, he began to read many books on the early Church fathers. Eventually, he came to realize that the Orthodox Church was the original Church, and while keeping his friendships in his former church, he decided to become Orthodox and go to the Resurrection of Christ Theological Academy. His journey led him to finish his studies in Albania, do further studies in Athens, and eventually return to Albania, where he was ordained a priest and eventually, as another of the new Albanian bishops!
Father Asti is a young, faithful clergyman who served as the Archbishop’s deacon for several years, and now serves at the Annunciation Cathedral and works within the Archdiocese. Fr. Asti, whose name was Kristaq before his ordination, grew up in an Orthodox family, but he didn’t know anything about his family’s faith during the years of communism. His parents, like almost all parents of that time, were extremely afraid to teach their children anything about Christianity since the entire family would suffer if the authorities found out. As a young child, though, Kristaq would notice how his father, from time to time, stood in a corner of the house quietly, with his head bowed and eyes closed. He never understood what his father was doing, until after the fall of communism, when his father actually revealed to his son that he was praying. With the re-opening of the churches, his father encouraged his son to get involved in the local St. George Church in Durres. Through the witness of his father, and the work of the local priest and the missionaries who would come to his church, Kristaq discovered a living, vibrant faith and dedicated his life to following Christ.

These are only a few of the exciting and inspiring stories we heard! God seeks after each and every person in the world, and depending on how they are listening, many people discover different ways to faith that leads into the Kingdom of God. It may be through reading of Holy Scriptures, it may be through the hospitality of strangers who treat us as friends and brothers, it may be through the example of a family member, or through the witness of missionaries, or it may be through some other means. Our journeys of faith are often very different journeys, which show us how God calls through various means. The question, though, is if we are open to hear His voice. Are we open to listen to his calling, and then to respond? Thank God that the Church of Albania has many different stories of faith to offer, and we in America have much to learn from them!

