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The publication of Alexander Schmemann's seminal work, For the Life of the World: Sacraments and Orthodoxy, 

marked a pivotal shift in 20th-century Eastern Orthodox theology. Schmemann, a Protopresbyter and the former 

Dean of St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary , sought to bridge the chasm between formal liturgical 

ritual and the actual lived experience of the Christian in the world. This article provides a comprehensive technical 

analysis of Schmemann’s theological framework, focusing on the restoration of a sacramental worldview, the 

ontological status of Homo Adorans, and the mechanics of the Eucharist as the primary act of the Church.

1. The Theoretical Framework: Man as Homo Adorans

At the core of Schmemann's theology is a fundamental anthropological assertion: man is defined not merely as a 

rational being (Homo sapiens) or a tool-making being (Homo faber), but primarily as a priest. Schmemann uses the 

term Homo Adorans(worshipping man) to describe the original state and ultimate purpose of humanity. In this

framework, the world was created as the "matter" of a sacrament.

The Sacramental Nature of the World

In the Schmemannian model, the world is not an object of consumption or a backdrop for survival, but a means of

communion with God. This concept is built upon several key theological axioms:

•  Divine Origin of Matter: All created things are gifts from God, intended to reveal His presence.

•  Eucharistic Capacity: Humanity alone has the capacity to return the world to God through thanksgiving 

(Eucharistia).

•  The Fall as Secularism: Schmemann redefines the "Fall" of man not just as a moral failure, but as a shift to a 

non-sacramental existence. When man ate the forbidden fruit, he chose to see the world as "food" that gives life in 

itself, rather than as a means of communion with the Giver of Life.

2. The Crisis of Secularism and Sacred-Profane Dualism

One of the most technical aspects of Schmemann’s work is his critique of secularism. Unlike many contemporary

thinkers who view secularism as the absence of religion, Schmemann identifies it as a specific theological heresy.

Secularism, according to Schmemann, is the negation of the world as a sacrament. It creates a false dichotomy

between the "sacred" (the church, the ritual) and the "profane" (the world, daily life).

The Mechanism of Secularization

Secularization functions by isolating God within a specific "religious" sphere, thereby rendering the rest of life—

work, science, politics, and art—devoid of spiritual meaning. Schmemann argues that religion itself can become

secularized when it treats the sacraments as magical operations or legal requirements rather than the very

transformation of life itself.



Feature Sacramental Worldview Secular/Dualistic Worldview

View of Matter A means of communion and divine 
revelation.

Purely biological, chemical, or 
economic resource.

Function of Man Priest of creation (Homo Adorans). Consumer, producer, or biological 
entity.

Nature of Ritual The epiphany of the Kingdom of God. Social function or private 
psychological comfort.

Goal of Life Theosis (divinization) and 
transformation.

Survival, moral improvement, or 
worldly success.

3. Technical Analysis of the Eucharistic Movement

Schmemann provides a detailed procedural analysis of the Divine Liturgy, viewing it not as a static ceremony but as 

a movementor a journey. He breaks down the Eucharistic action into specific technical phases that facilitate the

Church's ascent into the Kingdom of God.

The Sequence of Ascent

1.  The Gathering: The Ecclesia (the assembly) is the first movement. The Church ceases to be a collection of 

individuals and becomes the "Body of Christ."

2.  The Entrance: This is not a symbolic walk but a real transition. The Church enters into the presence of God, 

leaving the "old world" behind.

3.  The Word: The proclamation of the Gospel is an event of power that judges and transforms the gathered 

community.

4.  The Offering: The bread and wine are offered. They represent the totality of human life—our work, our food, 

and our very existence—being lifted up to God.

5.  The Anaphora (Eucharistic Prayer): The technical "lifting up." Schmemann emphasizes that the Eucharist is 

an act of remembrance (anamnesis) and thanksgiving that actualizes the Kingdom of God here and now.

6.  Communion: The participation in the life of God, which equips the believer to return to the world.

4. Water, Oil, and the Transformation of Time

Schmemann extends his sacramental analysis beyond the Eucharist to include the sacraments of Baptism and 

Chrismation, as well as the sanctification of time. These are not merely "rites of passage" but technical re-

orientations of the human person toward eternity.

The Sacrament of Baptism: Matter and Meaning

Schmemann critiques the "legalistic" view of baptism (removal of original sin) in favor of a "cosmic" view. Water, the

most basic element of life, is used to signify that the entire physical world is being reclaimed by God. The

immersion is a death to the world as "autonomous food" and a resurrection to the world as "sacrament."

The Sanctification of Time

In For the Life of the World, time is analyzed as a linear progression toward death in the secular world. However, 

through the Liturgical Year  (Feasts and Fasts), time is transformed into a "sacrament of eternity."

•  The Lord's Day (Sunday): This is the "Eighth Day," a break in the seven-day cycle of biological time, providing 



an entry point into the eternal Kingdom.

•  The Liturgical Cycle: By reliving the life of Christ through the calendar, the believer synchronizes their 

biological life with the life of the Trinity.

5. Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Sacramental Living

For the practitioner, Schmemann’s theology demands a change in operational procedures for daily life. To live "for

the life of the world" means to apply the liturgical experience to every aspect of human existence.

Operationalizing the Sacramental Vision

To implement this framework, one must follow a specific set of internal and external practices:

•  Asceticism as Calibration: Fasting and asceticism are not punishments but tools to re-calibrate the senses. By 

abstaining from food, the believer recognizes that man does not live by bread alone, but by the Word of God.

•  Work as Liturgy: Professional tasks are re-contextualized as the "matter" that is to be offered to God. Whether 

in manual labor or intellectual pursuits, the output is viewed as a contribution to the life of the world.

•  Social Justice as Eucharistic: Because the Eucharist reveals every human being as a member of Christ's 

body, the treatment of the poor and marginalized becomes a direct extension of the liturgical assembly.

6. Case Studies and Troubleshooting Common Theological Errors

In technical theology, failure modes often occur when the balance between the physical and the spiritual is lost.

Schmemann identifies several "system failures" in common religious practice.

Failure Mode 1: Ritualism (The "Magic" Error)

Diagnosis: Treating the sacraments as automatic dispensers of grace regardless of the recipient's transformation 

or the community's context.Solution: Re-emphasizing the epiclesis(the invocation of the Holy Spirit) and the

necessity of human response (faith and repentance) as part of the sacramental synergy.

Failure Mode 2: Moralism (The "Legal" Error)

Diagnosis: Reducing Christianity to a set of rules, ethical behaviors, or social programs, detached from the 

liturgical life.Solution: Restoring the understanding that moral behavior is the result of being transformed by the 

Kingdom, not the price of admission.

Failure Mode 3: Escapism (The "Gnostic" Error)

Diagnosis: Viewing the world as evil or irrelevant, and the Church as a way to escape physical reality.Solution: 

Affirming the goodness of creation and the physical reality of the Incarnation. The Church exists for the world, not

away from it.

7. Broader Implications and Strategic Synthesis

The implications of Father Alexander Schmemann’s vision are vast, touching upon ecology, politics, and education.

By positioning the Eucharist as the "life of the world," Schmemann offers a solution to the modern crisis of

meaning. The technical breakdown of his work reveals that the sacraments are not merely optional extras for the

pious; they are the very mechanism by which the world remains truly human and truly alive.

Ultimately, the synthesis provided in For the Life of the Worldsuggests that the health of a society is directly

proportional to its ability to perceive the sacred within the material. When a culture loses its eucharistic capacity—

its ability to give thanks—it inevitably turns toward exploitation and self-destruction. Schmemann’s work remains a



critical manual for anyone seeking to integrate deep spiritual tradition with the complexities of modern existence.

The "life of the world" is found not in the rejection of matter, but in its restoration as a means of communion with the

Infinite.
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