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The Family as a Little Church: Mixed 
Marriages and Church Unity 

Radu Bordeianu

LIVING TRADITION

St. John Chrysostom described the 
family as “a little Church.”1 He pre-
supposed a household comprised of 
a father, a mother, and children who 
live in harmony. Of course, families 
often differ from this pattern, thus 
complicating, but not invalidating, 
the principle that the Church is a fam-
ily and the family is a church. For our 
purposes, we will address mixed mar-
riages in which one of the parents is 
Orthodox, the other is Catholic, they 
were married in the Orthodox Church, 
and baptized their children Orthodox. 
We shall see that the unity of the fami-
ly does not depend on confessional af-
filiation. It is blessed in the Orthodox 
Church, and therefore the separation 
of the spouses at the chalice is incon-
sistent with the theology of marriage.

Unity in the Family

Marriage goes back to the Genesis 
2:24 mandate that “a man leaves his 
father and his mother and clings to his 
wife, and they become one flesh.” The 
image of the union between a hus-
band and a wife as they “become one 
flesh” portrays marital intimate rela-
tionships as the means for their most 
perfect union—a union that hear-
kens back to the creation of Adam in 
whose flesh Eve was waiting to be cre-
ated. C.S. Lewis suggests that a bet-
ter modern rendition of “one flesh” is 
“one organism,” which in turn can be 

illustrated with two beautiful compar-
isons as only this English writer could 
offer:

. . . a man and wife are to be re-
garded as a single organism—for 
that is what the words “one flesh” 
would be in modern English. 
And the Christians believe that 
when He said this He was not ex-
pressing a sentiment but stating a 
fact—just as one is stating a fact 
when one says that a lock and its 
key are one mechanism, or that a 
violin and a bow are one musical 
instrument.2

The family is an icon of the Kingdom, 
a eucharistic reality, a commu-
nion with God, and a community 
of people blessed by Christ. Hence, 
Chrysostom’s words are likewise no 
exaggeration: “the house is a little 
Church.” As a matter of fact, in the 
same twentieth sermon on Ephesians, 
from which this expression comes, 
John Chrysostom emphasizes the eu-
charistic nature of marital relation-
ships; as he explains the Genesis man-
date quoted in Ephesians 5:31, that 
the two spouses shall become one 
flesh, the two spouses become one 
flesh and they beget a third that is also 
one flesh with them, and these fam-
ily relationships resemble our rela-
tionship with Christ, with whom we 
become one flesh by participation in 

1  Saint John 
Chrysostom, 
“Homily 20 on 
Ephesians 5:22-24,” 
in Saint Chrysostom: 
Homilies on Galatians, 
Ephesians, Philippians, 
Colossians, Thessalo-
nians, Timothy, Titus, 
and Philemon, NPNF 
I:XIII (Eerdmans, 
1988), 148. 
2  C.S. Lewis, Mere 
Christianity (Harper-
Collins, 2001), 104.
3  Chrysostom, "Hom-
ily 20," 146.
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Holy Communion.3 Similarly empha-
sizing the union between the spous-
es, but this time by use of trinitarian 
language, Theodore Balsamon con-
cludes that the two spouses united in 
Matrimony are “more or less the same 
soul, which is perceived in two hy-
postases.”4 Another way in which the 
family is a little Church is by making 
Christ present in their midst. In this 
sense, Clement of Alexandria com-
ments on Jesus’s promise that “where 
two or three are gathered in my name, 
I am there among them” (Mt 18:20): 
“Who are the two or three who gath-
er in the name of Christ with the Lord 
in their midst? By three does he not 
mean husband, wife, and child?”5 
Implied here, of course, is the idea 
that a church is the dwelling place of 
God, which is appropriate since Jesus 
is God and the two or three form a 
temple.

Mixed Marriages

A recent Pew Research study shows 
that 75% of Christian marriages in the 
U.S. are homogeneous. Out of the 25% 
of the U.S. population in a mixed mar-
riage, 9% are marriages between two 
spouses that are of different religious 
affiliation, while 15% are between one 
spouse that is religiously affiliated 
and the other who is not.6 These num-
bers are particularly illustrative of 
mixed marriages as opportunities to 
bring people to the (Orthodox) faith, 
since most often the Orthodox spouse 
is married to a person who is not affil-
iated, and therefore mission through 
mixed marriages does not become a 
means to take away members from 
other faiths. 

The number of mixed marriages is 
only going to grow. Fully one-quar-
ter of young adults in the Millennial 
generation (27%) say they were raised 

in a religiously mixed family. Fewer 
Generation Xers (20%), Baby Boomers 
(19%), and adults from the Silent and 
Greatest generations (13%) say they 
were raised in such a household.7 
But within smaller groups like the 
Orthodox in the U.S., the percentage 
of mixed marriages is considerably 
higher, namely 69%! Clearly, mixed 
marriages are the norm in American 
Orthodoxy.

As Dean Hoge shows from a sociolog-
ical perspective, some interfaith mar-
riages result in the conversion of one 
of the spouses, and represent a mis-
sionary opportunity for the Orthodox 
Church. And yet, such marriages can 
also be a challenge, since sometimes 
(or actually, more often), either both 
spouses convert to a “neutral” de-
nomination or simply lose interest in 
religion altogether. Approximately 
half of interfaith marriages result in 
conversion to either the denomina-
tion of one of the spouses or to a “neu-
tral” alternative. Most conversions 
take place either at or near the time 
of marriages, or before the first child 
is ten years old—a strong indicator 
that the children’s faith upbringing is 
a strong motivator for the conversion 
of the parents.8 But many families re-
main mixed indefinitely, so sacramen-
tal sharing becomes an imperative.

Sacramental Sharing

Most Orthodox would say that they 
do not recognize or share the sacra-
ments with other Christians. In ac-
tuality, such a statement is incorrect 
on both counts: the Orthodox recog-
nize the validity of non-Orthodox 
sacraments and even go beyond sim-
ple recognition, to offering Orthodox 
sacraments to non-Orthodox. Some 
Orthodox recognize others’ baptisms 
as valid. At various times in history, 

4  Quoted in A.G. Roe-
ber, Mixed Marriages: 
An Orthodox History 
(SVS Press, 2018), 68.
5  Clement of Alexan-
dria, Stromateis, Books 
1-3, trans. John Fer-
guson, The Fathers of 
the Church (Catholic 
University of America 
Press, 1991), 298..
6  Pew Research Cen-
ter, One-in-Five U.S. 
Adults Were Raised in 
Interfaith Homes: A 
Closer Look at Religious 
Mixing in American 
Families (2016), 10, 
www.pewresearch.
org.
7  Pew Center, Inter-
faith Homes, 3–4. 
8  V Dean R. Hoge, 
“Sociological Re-
search on Interfaith 
Marriage in Ameri-
ca,” in InterMarriage: 
Orthodox Perspectives, 
ed. Anton C. Vrame 
(Holy Cross Ortho-
dox Press, 1997), 
90–93. 
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Churches, which proved that, de-
spite centuries of alienation, mutu-
al condemnation at the highest level 
(i.e., ecumenical councils in the East), 
and terminological confusion, the 
two churches actually share the same 
Christological faith! This most import-
ant accomplishment of ecumenical di-
alogue is already bearing fruit in pas-
toral life in some jurisdictions not only 
in the Middle East, but also in Western 
Europe and North America, where 
members of the two churches share in 
the Eucharist.9 This unofficial, localized 
occurrence of intercommunion remains 
confined to the grassroots level, but 
is no less real than if it had full offi-
cial recognition. This development is 
quite relevant for Orthodox–Catholic 
relations, as Emmanuel Lanne notes. 
After observing how much more open 
the Orthodox are to eucharistic com-
munion with the Oriental Orthodox 
than with Catholics, he asked rhe-
torically whether there is not great-
er unity of faith between the Eastern 
Orthodox and the Roman Catholics—
identical Christology, the seven ecu-
menical councils, the veneration of the 
Virgin Mary, and so on—than with the 
Oriental Orthodox.10 In other words, 
since the Eastern Orthodox tradition 
is closer to the Catholic than to the 
Oriental Orthodox traditions, Lanne 
would like to see intercommunion be-
tween Orthodox and Catholics.

While the Orthodox recognize the 
validity of the Catholic Eucharist, 
they generally reject intercommu-
nion. Some Orthodox, however, speak 
openly about the ecumenical practices 
in their specific context, which involve 
a common religious life and intercom-
munion. For example,

In Lebanon and Syria it is not un-
common for Orthodox to marry 
Christians of other denominations, 

if a Catholic person wanted to be-
come Russian Orthodox, they were 
not chrismated, but received through 
Confession; so (at least Russian) 
Orthodox Christians also recognize 
the sacrament of Chrismation in the 
Catholic Church. If a Catholic priest 
becomes Orthodox, he is not re-or-
dained, but simply appointed into a 
parish, because we share in the sacra-
ment of Ordination. Some Orthodox 
jurisdictions also recognize Catholic 
marriages, so the Orthodox spouse 
shares in a Catholic sacrament. 

It is noteworthy that, when a mixed 
marriage takes place in an Orthodox 
parish, the Orthodox Church offers 
this sacrament to both spouses. In this 
case, marriage involves the adminis-
tration of an Orthodox sacrament to 
another Christian, not simply mutual 
recognition of a Catholic sacrament, 
as in the case of baptism, chrismation, 
priesthood, and marriage. A similar 
argument for administering Orthodox 
sacraments to non-Orthodox can 
be made for Confession and Holy 
Unction in cases of pastoral necessi-
ty, as is sometimes the practice. The 
Orthodox priest should not be like 
the priest and the Levite from the par-
able of the Good Samaritan, who re-
fused to anoint and care for the person 
who was in need. Such attitudes that 
are contrary to the spirit of the Gospel 
stem from the misconception that the 
Orthodox do not share the sacraments 
with other Christians, which does not 
correspond to reality.

The history of Eucharistic sharing is 
long and complicated, proving that 
Orthodox and Catholics have shared 
Communion throughout the centu-
ries up to today. A most recent de-
velopment occurred in the context 
of twentieth-century dialogues be-
tween Eastern and Oriental Orthodox 

9  The “Statement of 
the Orthodox Church 
of Antioch on the 
Relations between the 
Eastern and Syrian 
Orthodox Churches, 
November 12, 1991” 
forbids accepting 
conversions from one 
church to another; 
encourages joint syn-
ods; allows for epis-
copal concelebration 
at baptisms, funerals, 
and weddings; and, 
most importantly, 
states that “#9 in lo-
calities where there is 
only one priest, from 
either Church, he will 
celebrate services for 
the faithful in both 
Churches, including 
the Divine Liturgy, 
pastoral duties, 
and holy matrimo-
ny …” (https://
orthodoxjointcom-
mission.wordpress.
com/2014/06/27/
statement-of-the-
orthodox-church-of-
antioch-on-the-rela-
tions-between-the-
eastern-and-syrian-
orthodox-churches/) 
Although this latter 
stipulation does not 
explicitly mention 
intercommunion, 
it clearly allows for 
eucharistic hospitality 
in situations where 
there is only one 
priest. 
10  Emmanuel Lanne, 
“Quelques questions 
posées à l’Église 
orthodoxe concernant 
la ‘communicatio in 
sacris’ dans l’eucha-
ristie,” Irénikon 72, no. 
3-4 (1999), 435–52.
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a habit of attending mass with 
their Roman Catholic relatives on 
the greater Holy Days, especially 
Christmas and Easter and com-
muning there as well. . . . Once 
again, even though official writ-
ten policy of the Archdiocese for-
bids such [practices, they do] oc-
cur to varying degrees in older, 
“ethnic” parishes.11

Without ignoring the fact that in the 
above example the wife converts to 
the faith of the husband, Orthodoxy 
in the Middle East seems to be much 
more prepared to embrace a pas-
toral attitude towards the extend-
ed Orthodox and Catholic families, 
that even after conversion the spous-
es commune in the other church, and 
that such open practices are the norm, 
rather than the exception.12 

Inconsistency 

Having had their marriage blessed 
in the Orthodox Church, mixed fam-
ilies regularly worship together at the 
Orthodox parish and Catholic spous-
es refrain from receiving Communion 
altogether, since they rarely attend 

particularly Melkite Catholics or 
Maronites. Ancient custom oblig-
es the woman to follow the reli-
gion of her husband, and the chil-
dren likewise. The clergy of all 
three churches accept this cus-
tom without question and almost 
without exception. The result 
is that in those villages or cities 
where all three churches are pres-
ent, the congregations of each are 
intimately interrelated with the 
others. . . . Among the earlier gen-
erations, and among the recent 
immigrants, young people tend 
to marry exclusively within the 
Arabic community even though 
they do not discriminate among 
the three churches. . . . Also, these 
families sometimes practice reli-
gion in both churches to varying 
degrees. Because of immediate 
family ties, Orthodox are often 
called upon to be godparents and 
best men in Roman Catholic cer-
emonies. . . . At funeral and wed-
ding masses as well, Orthodox 
in these family situations feel 
comfortable communing in the 
Catholic Church. Sometimes, 
whole Orthodox families make 

11  Edward Hughes, 
“Reflections on Mixed 
Marriage in the Con-
text of Parish Minis-
try,” in InterMarriage: 
Orthodox Perspectives, 
ed. Anton C. Vrame 
(Holy Cross Ortho-
dox Press, 1997), 
152–54. 
12   In regard to Or-
thodoxy’s relation-
ship with Oriental 
Orthodox Churches, 
the 2001 “Pastoral 
Agreement Between 
the Coptic Orthodox 
and Greek Ortho-
dox Patriarchates of 
Alexandria” states 
that “each of the two 
Patriarchates shall … 
accept to perform all 
of its other sacra-
ments to that new 
family of Mixed 
Christian Marriage,” 
presumably inclusive 
of the Eucharist. 
Quoted in Roeber, 
Mixed Marriages, 
202–03.

Wedding crowns and 
the Gospel
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Catholic parishes. The Catholic spouse 
often gets involved in the outreach 
ministries of our Orthodox parishes, 
attends Bible studies, sends the chil-
dren to Sunday School and youth 
groups. As an Orthodox priest, I can 
say that, practically, these Catholics 
belong to us . . . until it comes to 
some inevitable aspects of pasto-
ral life. When they get sick, we vis-
it them in the hospital, and yet we 
are not allowed to anoint them with 
Holy Unction but only use blessed 
oil . . . because they are not Orthodox. 
We are not allowed to offer them the 
sacrament of Confession but only lis-
ten to them and counsel them . . . be-
cause they are not Orthodox. When 
their parents die, we are not allowed 
to have a memorial service with kolly-
va, but only a Trisagion service . . . be-
cause they are not Orthodox. The list 
could, unfortunately, continue even 
further, but these elements are suffi-
cient to show that, after many years 
of attending an Orthodox church, 
they do not call a Catholic priest; they 
simply remain devoid of sacramental 

care, even though that care is avail-
able in their own Orthodox parish that 
nonetheless has to live according to 
the misconceived principle that “the 
Orthodox Church does not share its 
sacraments with other churches.” 
Acting otherwise could be extremely 
dangerous for the parish priest who 
could be disciplined severely, with 
significant consequences for his fam-
ily. . . . But it need not be so.

Could the Orthodox Church living 
in the West extend eucharistic hos-
pitality to a Catholic spouse married 
to an Orthodox despite our divisions 
over the issues of papal primacy and 
infallibility? Having already spilled 
quite a lot of ink on this issue,13 I do 
not want to diminish the importance 
of this theme for theologians and hier-
archs. But when taking an experien-
tial approach, trying to understand 
what papal primacy means to ordi-
nary Catholics and how it affects the 
spirituality of Orthodox faithful, one 
concludes that papal primacy and in-
fallibility are not Church-dividing at 
grassroots levels. 

When a Catholic and an Orthodox are 
married in either one of our church-
es, we bless their union of love in the 
Church and they become “one flesh,” 
one organism in Christ. If the fami-
ly is a “little church,” as Saint John 
Chrysostom contended, then in the 
sacrament of marriage, the two be-
come one church, while remaining 
Orthodox and Catholic, respective-
ly. Interfaith marriages transcend 
our divisions. In their “little church,” 
the Church is one. And since “the 
Eucharist makes the Church,” the “lit-
tle church” of mixed couples should 
manifest the unified eucharistic be-
ing of the Church by engaging in 
eucharistic sharing. In other words, 
Orthodox bishops located in the West 

13   Radu Bordeia-
nu, “Primacies and 
Primacy according 
to John Zizioulas,” 
St Vladimir’s Theologi-
cal Quarterly 58, no. 1 
(2014): 5–24.

Wedding crown: 
Christ and the 
Gospel
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should allow Orthodox priests to offer 
the Eucharist to Catholic spouses who 
attend their parishes.
It is inconsistent to affirm the eucha-
ristic nature of the Church, the union 
in Christ of the two spouses, to bless 
that union in the Orthodox Church, 
but then to deny the Catholic spouse 
the Eucharist. It is self-contradictory 
to bless Catholic–Orthodox marriag-
es and then ask the spouses to man-
ifest our disunity in their marriages, 
to transform their “little church” into 
a “disunited little church.” When the 
children are baptized Orthodox, the 
Catholic spouse can never commune 
with their children! This experience 
of disunity at the level of the family 
becomes even more tragic when con-
sidering the reason invoked by the 
Orthodox for refusing eucharistic 
sharing, namely papal primacy and 
infallibility. In this sense,  A.G. Roeber 
asks rhetorically (and later suggests a 
positive answer) whether Orthodox–
Catholic marriages could . . . 

include sharing in the Eucharist 
as part of the rite? Does not the 
bishop who so blesses such a 
marriage become pastorally re-
sponsible for the non-Orthodox 
partner who lives on the frontier, 
so to speak, with one foot in both 
sheepfolds? Can the Eucharist be 
shared on the anniversary of such 
a marriage to ensure the “med-
icine of immortality” (to use St. 
Ignatius’ description) be given 
to ensure the health of the spe-
cific family involved in a mixed 
marriage without causing scan-
dal or altering the reality of the 
separation of [the Orthodox and 
Catholic churches]? [In the case 
of Orthodox-Catholic marriages, 
could we] conclude that since the 
Orthodox Church already recog-
nizes an “ecclesial reality” beyond 

its own frontiers, it might treat ac-
cess to the Eucharist in the same 
manner that it has done so histor-
ically with regard to baptism?14

A local proposal

Given all the arguments presented 
above, I propose intercommunion in 
mixed marriages with a pronounced-
ly localized character: it only refers 
to Orthodox–Catholic families in the 
West, and it is not meant to be pre-
scriptive for other Orthodox church-
es. Mixed families in the West live 
Christian lives differently than fami-
lies in the East. Church authorities in 
the East, often referred to as mother 
churches, need to have the humility 
not to impose their own spirituality 
upon married couples in the West and 
a motherly attitude that fosters the 
spiritual growth of children.

Already in the current stage of the ec-
umenical dialogue between Orthodox 
and Catholics, the Orthodox bishops 
in North America could decide to nur-
ture mixed marriages in both church-
es. Concretely, that would involve: 
mutual recognition of the marriage 
ceremony, regardless in which Church 

14  Roeber, Mixed Mar-
riages, 189, 206–07.
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it took place; allowing the couple to 
receive Communion in both churches 
at least occasionally; allowing the cou-
ple to baptize their children in either 
Church; and allowing their children to 
receive communion in either Church. 
This way, we both set the foundation 
of a family by blessing their marriage 
in the Church and nurture its growth 
with the most exulted means gifted 
to the Church, namely the Eucharist. 
Such proposals are already ratified in 
Catholic theology and canon law and 
Catholic bishops are willing to ensure 
that mixed marriages that take place 
in Catholic parishes are presided over 
by the priest, and not the deacon. 
Catholic bishops are ready, simply 
waiting for the Orthodox to respond. 
How will Orthodox bishops respond? 
Such Orthodox and Catholic episcopal 
guidance would represent a meaning-
ful exercise of episcopal authority for 
the faithful entrusted to them right 
here, right now.

It is important to emphasize the local 
character of this proposal and thus 
argue that this is a measure by oi-
konomia—a principle that “illustrates 
Orthodox Christianity’s long com-
mitment to justice and mercy, as well 

as its reliance upon pastoral discre-
tion to address difficult cases in or-
der to manifest the "philanthropia of 
God,”15 a principle that allows for a 
pastoral and more lenient approach 
to the canonical tradition, as opposed 
to akribeia, which applies canons with 
strictness. As Saint Nikodemos the 
Hagiorite observes, the choice to use 
either oikonomia or akribeia should be 
motivated by the salvation of souls 
and the attraction of the person to the 
Church. Nothing less is at stake here.

This practice would need to have 
at least the tacit approval of the lo-
cal bishop, which would in turn lat-
er generate an explicit, local synodal 
sanction—an experience that should 
have greater effects on our churches 
elsewhere in the world. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, mixed marriages rep-
resent a “little Church.” In Orthodox 
parishes in the West, by oikonomia, 
the larger disunity between Orthodox 
and Catholics need not be manifested 
in the family, where the spouses and 
their children should engage in eucha-
ristic sharing. 

15  Roeber, Mixed 
Marriages, 228.
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