[image: image1.jpg]


Welcome

To the

Coptic Orthodox

Church

[image: image2.png]



Welcome to the Coptic Orthodox Church!  We are glad that you visited with us today and have prepared this small booklet to help explain who we are, what we believe, and answer some of the questions that might arise as you participate for the first time in our Divine Liturgy.  If it all seems a little overwhelming at first, that is normal - please do not be afraid to ask questions since our church is one of the oldest in Christendom and its rites and practices date back to the apostles and we have endeavored to keep the historic faith as it was handed to us 2,000 years ago!  You must understand one important thing from the very outset: We do not strive to be like the early Church but, in actuality, we are the early Church today with an unbroken apostolic succession that dates all the way back to the disciple and apostle Saint Mark (the very same one who wrote the Gospel of Mark) who founded the Church in Alexandria, Egypt around 42 AD.  Since that time, there has been an unbroken succession from St. Mark until this present day.  Currently, Pope Shennouda is the 117th Bishop from St. Mark to be chosen to shepherd the Coptic Church.  Before going any further, however, let’s look at a very brief history of the Coptic Orthodox Church.

THE BEGINNING OF THE CHURCH IN EGYPT
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Christianity was brought to Egypt in 42 AD by Saint Mark who was one of the original 70 disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Tradition states that St. Mark came to Egypt and spent all day walking around the great City of Alexandria.  At some point in the day, the strap on one of his sandals broke so St. Mark looked for a shop that would be able to fix his sandal.  Upon entering the first shoe shop he found, he asked the shop keeper, Ananias, to fix his sandal.  As Ananias was fixing his sandal he poked himself with the needle and cried out: “O! One God!”.  Upon hearing this, St. Mark took the opportunity to talk to Ananias about this one God – our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Ananias’ heart was receptive to the gospel and he and his family received baptism and were the first Christian converts in Egypt.  Eventually, Ananias became the second Bishop of the Church of Alexandria when he was appointed by Saint Mark himself.  From these simple beginnings in a cobbler’s shop the Coptic Church has grown to be the largest Christian Church in the Middle East as well as having over 100 churches in the United States and Canada and over 20 churches in Australia today.  It has faithfully preserved the teachings of the gospel that were handed to it over two thousand years ago!   
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THE BELIEFS OF THE COPTIC ORTHODOX CHURCH

The Coptic Orthodox Church holds to the historic and ancient truths of the Christian faith as taught by the Lord Jesus Christ and handed down to His apostles and upheld by the historic ecumenical councils of the Christian Church.  Succinctly, here is what we believe:
GOD: There is one God –  the creator of the heavens and the earth and of all things, visible and invisible.  This one God is a triune being (trinity): The Father, The Son, and The Holy Spirit.

JESUS: The only-begotten son of the Father.  Co-eternal and co-existant with the Father.  He is God and became a man for our sakes and suffered under Pontus Pilate and bore our sins on the cross.  He died and was buried and, three days later, he arose from the dead, ascended into heaven and is not seated at the right hand of the Father.  He will return one day and judge the world and his kingdom will never end.
HOLY SPIRIT: He proceeds from the Father.  Co-eternal and co-existant with the Father.  He is God.

THE CHURCH: We believe in one holy, catholic (universal), and apostolic Church.  The Church is comprised of the people of God who have been united with Him.  We believe in the sacraments.
SALVATION: We believe that Jesus Christ is “Emannuel” – GOD with US.  We believe that God became man and bore our sins on the cross at Calvary, was buried, and rose again on the third day.  We are united with Christ through repentance, faith, and the sacrament of baptism whereby all of our sins are washed away.  After our baptism, salvation is a life-long process where we learn to follow our savior and obey His commandments & teachings within the community of the believers (the Church).

SACRAMENTS: We believe in seven sacraments.  We believe that Baptism is efficacious for the remission of sins and unites us to Christ.  We believe that the bread and wine of communion actually becomes the true body and blood of our Lord, God, and Savior – Jesus Christ.  

SCRIPTURES: We believe the scriptures are the word of God to us to instruct us in all righteousness and holy living. 

There is much more that we believe.  It must be noted, however, that the Orthodox faith is more than just a set of beliefs – it is a lifestyle, a way of living.  The early Christians were called “disciples” (“followers”) much more than they were called “Christians” (“anointed ones”) and Christianity was originally referred to as “The Way” (a certain way of life).  Thus, true Christianity was, from its inception and to this day, a way of living and believing – we believe right so that we may live right.  Our goal is to be faithful to our Lord Jesus and His teachings.  For example, Jesus teaches us to “love our enemies”.  This, of course, does not come naturally to us.  Our natural inclination is to hate those who hate us and take vengeance upon those who hurt us.  Jesus, however, forbids this and we learn, through a life-long struggle, to obey Him and love even our enemies.  Our goal is to be perfect, just like our Father in heaven is perfect and since God is love, our goal is to be perfected in love.  Thus, for us, Christianity is correct beliefs that form the bedrock upon which we build a life of correct living that is pleasing to God.  The best way to experience Christianity isn’t through books but to experience it first hand by living it through the Church.
THE DIVINE LITURGY
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One of the ways we experience Christianity is through the Divine Liturgy of the Church.  During the liturgy, we believe that Heaven and Earth come together to praise and glorify God with all the saints and angels.  God is the Great King who is seated on His throne and we have the privilege of meeting with Him along with all the host of heaven – to us, the Divine Liturgy is a blessing given to us by God whereby we can enjoy His presence and stand in awe of His beauty.  In the liturgy, God comes to us also as our Father – the wise, compassionate, and merciful one who loves us.  We receive of His love, care, and grace during the liturgy through the presence of His Spirit and His Son.


That being said, however, does not negate the fact that to someone experiencing our liturgy for the first time may find it long, confusing, and wearisome.  Since we practice the same liturgy that Christians practiced in 550, 780, and 1531 AD, it is understandable that there will be many things that will be different from modern culture: words will be spoken that you probably cannot understand, hymns will be sung that you have never heard, and rituals will be carried out faithfully as they have for hundreds of years that you will have no idea what is going on.  First you must know this – it is normal to feel this way and it is okay!  Through time and experience you will become more and more comfortable during the liturgy and be able to partake in a richer and fuller way.  It is like anything else new in life – when you start something new in life, be it a job or hobby, it is always a little awkward at first until you “get the hang of it”.  Once you get passed the awkward stage, you will find it easier and easier to participate and enjoy the liturgy.  Time and patience are the keys.  

The following is an outline of the liturgy and some explanation of what is occurring to help you get acclimated a little better as you experience it.  First, why is it even called the “Divine Liturgy”?  By “divine”, we believe that God has graciously given it to us through the Holy Spirit and by the wisdom of the saints.  We worship God the way He has taught us to.  In the Old Testament, God mandated exactly how worship was to be carried out in the Temple and St. Paul, in the New Testament, said that all things should be done in a decent and orderly manner.  Thus, we believe the liturgy is not “dead religion” as some may see it but, rather, a living expression of our love for God as taught to us by God.  The second part of the word, “liturgy”, means the “work of the people” or “common (communal) work”.  The liturgy is the work of God’s people coming together – as a community – to worship the Great King.  In the liturgy, we experience true fellowship and community with one another and with our God.  Here is a brief outline of the liturgy we follow:
