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1. Introduction 

For several years now, the economic crisis has remained at the center of international interest, affecting in a particularly negative way the daily lives of thousands of people. One of the European countries most affected by the crisis has been Greece in this regard.
In response to this crisis, European governments are trying, not always successfully, to implement austerity measures. The inability of the political authorities to deal effectively with this painful situation has raised the crucial question of whether there is an alternative approach for overcoming the crisis. At the same time, it has forced the Church, and specifically the pastors of the faithful, to take a position and assume some responsibility for navigating this complex problem.

Of course, one may wonder whether the Church should be involved in political and economic issues. The Church, of course, is not a secular institution or one of the organizations of this world. It is focused on the eschatological vision of “a new heaven and a new earth,” but not for the purpose of exhibiting a smug rejection of, or contempt for, the world. Rather, being faithful to the theology of the Incarnation, the Church is called to make each time and place its own, transforming the world’s problems in Christ. My position then stems from my pastoral concern and my theological orientation, and is not intended to offer easy answers or ready-made solutions to all our problems. 
2. Elements for an Orthodox Theological Approach to Politics

Theologically speaking, it is no coincidence that the early Christians used the political term “ecclesia” to identify themselves, in order to emphasize their awareness of belonging to a body, a community, and a society. There is perhaps no more striking example of this social and political dimension of the ecclesial event than the mystery of the Eucharist. Indeed, the Eucharist is, for the Church, a sacrament of equality and sharing, a brotherhood with God, our fellow human beings, and creation, since the Eucharist relativizes every natural bond and hierarchy, or division according to sex, race, nation, language, culture, social class, hierarchy, and origin. With regards now to Jesus Christ Himself, it is clear that His Church, if it wishes to be faithful to His example, must not just preach to the poor, the hungry, the foreigner, and the marginalized, but must be identified with Him and His cross, as heavy as it may be, following the way of life demonstrated for us by Christ Himself. All the above presuppose a radical shift from an individualistic, egocentric, and utilitarian model of life that glorifies consumption to an eminently sacrificial mode of existence, which values voluntary sharing, and solidarity. 
3. Aspects of the Church’s Practical Response to the Current Economic Crisis
Everything, briefly discussed above, helps explain and interpret the immediacy with which the Church of Greece responded to the economic crisis. Thus, the Church has set up soup kitchens and food distribution centers, given out clothing and shelter, and provided financial aid, medicine, and free medical care. It has also provided psychological treatment and, more broadly, pastoral and spiritual support for the ever-increasing number of needy, while it has established help centers for legal, judicial, social, economic, and tax issues that affect the victims of the crisis and the poor, as well as prisoners and immigrants.
All this charitable and social work done by the Church in response to the constant appeals for help, is provided almost exclusively by volunteers and through the financial contributions of the faithful, as well as by institutions and people who do not necessarily have close ties with the Church but trust its social work and its charitable network, and often offer even from their own savings to help their suffering fellow human beings. As commonly recognized, the Church, through its parishes, constitutes the oldest, largest, and most active volunteer network and social welfare system, which extends even to the furthest reaches of Greek territory, the most isolated village or island, where the state itself is often absent, unable to fulfill even its basic medical obligations. 
Having said all this, I do not wish to give the impression that everything has gone smoothly, and I certainly do not want to shy away from self-criticism. We, the leaders of the Church, have not always risen to the occasion. Not to recognize our mistakes and omissions would demonstrate not only denial of reality, but also a lack of the ecclesiastical ethos of self-reproach and self-criticism. We have to admit that some clergy and officers of the Church have enjoyed luxurious living and cozy relationships with state power, and that this has resulted in their bureaucratization and professionalization. It is also that this proximity to power did not allow us to sufficiently distance ourselves from the patron/client mindset, from populism, and from the corruption of the Greek political system, so that we could warn the people about where we were headed with the deeply parasitic nature of the Greek economy and our consumeristic absurdity, which was funded by over-borrowing and the long-term mortgaging (and consequent destruction) of our country’s future. Even though we had a privileged relationship with the state and had, for years, the ability to foresee at least some of what was coming, we did not bother to try to find, using meritocratic procedures, capable staff who could manage our highly sophisticated and complex contemporary issues and thus help our Church address the current challenges.
As we all know, the economic crisis has exacerbated tensions, and sowed anger, frustration, despair, division, and hatred. It has also revived nationalist sentiments, and intensified, for many people, xenophobia, isolationism, conspiracy theories, and anti-Semitism, epitomized by the case of the neo-Nazi party Golden Dawn. Despite its deeply anti-Christian and pagan character, its ideas have found resonance in a significant portion of the population, while we, the bishops, often failed to react promptly and unanimously against such phenomena.
4. Future challenges
As we mentioned earlier, the current economic crisis can be a great opportunity a “challenge,” to change our way of looking at things.
The crisis also represents a significant opportunity for various reasons. The rise across Europe of neo-Nazism and fascism constitutes a broader threat and challenge for the Orthodox Church itself, to the extent that the reception and acceptance of the “other,” especially the poor and the foreigner, is a fundamental element of its own tradition and identity.
Moreover, the crisis and the Church’s extensive social work—rendered without regard to religion or ethnicity—has led to a better relationship and understanding with the secular and leftist intelligentsia, who now see the Church’s contribution to society in a better light. 
In addition the severity of the economic crisis seems to be reaching the established framework of the relationship between the Church and the state, in which the state, through Parliament, legislates for the Orthodox Church and the Orthodox Church, mainly for historical reasons, enjoys a status as a Legal Public Entity. One of the measures, however, for the fiscal consolidation of the Greek economy has been the drastic reduction of new civil servants. Since the Orthodox clergy are civil servants, paid by the state this specific restrictive measure has had a direct impact on the Church. While some saw this as a dangerous change in the relationship between the Church and the state, I actually think that it could have a positive impact on the life of the Church, since it seems to have kept the Church free of those seeking ordination for primarily financial motives, while it awakened the body of the faithful, to some extent at least, since they now have an opportunity to take more responsibility for, and to contribute financially to, the life of the Church.
5. By way of Conclusion

The economic crisis is a reality that will probably haunt us for some time to come. Despite our shortcomings, the Church has nevertheless played an important role in stemming the effects of this crisis, using every means at its disposal to provide an enormous amount of charitable and social work. What the Church needs to do now is further highlight, within the public sphere, the primacy of freedom and human dignity, as a universal and fundamental fact of human existence, in direct opposition to the logic of market domination and profit that transforms the human person into a disposable economic unit.
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