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What is Love? 

Christ’s Community in Kenya

When people ask me how my trip was, words can't even describe it. I just don't know what to tell 
them because whatever word I use, won't be enough. How do you describe Christ's love and joy 
overflowing in every single person you meet? It is simply inexpressible.

You try to share at least a small part, but the words just stumble out your mouth; they can not 
possibly contain such an ultimate experience. Your explanations do no justice and people can 
only nod their heads in assent or sadness, but it is not possible for them to understand what 
you have seen until they experience it for themselves. Pictures are only snapshots; they show a 
millisecond of a moment in time and not the whole picture. Images can't contain the struggles, 
the joy, and the love embodied in every living human being. 

The first Sunday back home I couldn't help, but close my eyes and imagine the Liturgy back at 
the Church in the seminary. Looking up at the Pantocratora, envisioning the same icons back in 
Kenya, complemented with the full voices of the seminarians singing from the depths of their 
souls. Repeatedly, I tried to hide the tears that filled my eyes and succeeded until the end of 
services. But once someone asked how my trip was, my heart poured over and the tears were 
unstoppable, so much that I had to leave church and try to regain my composure. 

When I close my eyes and recall what I experienced, it amazes me that I was in Kenya for only 
about eight days, but those few days have impacted my entire being, life, and perspective. I 
am changed forever. Every waking moment of my day is filled with thoughts, memories, and 
prayers of Kenya, especially for the people who each touched my life significantly. One of the 
most amazing things in my experience were the relationships I was able to create with the people 
around me. The first few days were hard. We were the Americans who stood out like a sore 
thumb everywhere and it was difficult to remember everyone’s names because we had limited 
interactions. As the days went on, even hour by hour we became not only friends, but family. 
We were able to shed off our “Americanness” and truly be the human beings we are. I felt 
connected with everyone around me; I am one of them. It did not matter that I was younger or 
from America or anything else. I was their dada or sister and they were my brothers and sisters. 
The birth of such strong and tangible relationships surprised me. Never before had I experienced 
the creation of such extraordinary relationships in such a short time, especially with people on a 
completely different continent. One of the reasons I believe we connected so well was because 
we allowed ourselves to build a relationship human to human. We had no iPhones or technology 
blocking face to face communication, which led to countless sharing of stories and of course 
singing. The primary reason that still keeps us all connected now is Christ. Our Orthodox Faith 
binds us together in fellowship and love, so much that even thousands of miles away we still 
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think and pray for one another.      

During our time in Kenya, we visited, taught, and learned at three main schools; the Orthodox 
Makarios III Seminary, St. Clement of Alexandria Primary School, and the Orthodox College of 
Africa. The children at the Primary school each would come up and shake your hand and greet 
you with “jambo, or hello how are you?” in their accented English. The first day with the 
children seemed almost awkward as we were new to them and they to us. We split the three 
hundred children into two groups. Half came to me and my other team member for a cross 
activity and the others went into the church to learn about icons. We jampacked into the dining 
hall and began our lesson about the importance of the Holy Cross. I was surprised how well even 
the youngest students knew their theology and scripture. Even though the school is completely 
Orthodox, many of the children did not even own a simple cross. Once our lesson was complete, 
every child picked out nine beads, a cord, and we then taught them how to make a beaded cross. 
Everyone followed very well until the third step where things got a little more complicated for 
the little ones. All at once, we were surrounded by little kids pushing their crosses into our faces 
and repeating incessantly, “Te-cha, Te-cha, please!” Soon it just became “-cha, -cha, -cha” as 
each kids vied for our attention. Slowly, but surely all the crosses were finished. The most 
rewarding part of the craft was tying the final knot and placing it over the child’s head. Their joy 
can not be expressed in words, but it makes your heart fill up with so much happiness. The 
children wore their crosses proudly even throughout the week so that the next time we saw them, 
many were still wearing their crosses. Recess was next. Here we taught the children hymns, 
answered their millions of questions, and played in their games. None of the games were 
between one or two kids. Every single game included everyone and I would always be mobbed 
to have my hand held or as a home base for one of the games. We even played a game where 
someone was called into the middle to dance and I lost every time to very talented dancers. 
After, I taught them Greek dance, hasaposeviko, and they followed even yelling the steps with 
me. If anyone looked in our direction they would see about fifty kids all jumping around and 
yelling repeatedly, “ one, two, three, KICK KICK.” Later on in the day, we reenacted the 
sacraments of the church in small groups. My group was in charge of presenting the sacrament 
of baptism and I was elated how well the students knew the sacrament. All of them even knew 
the hymns that were sung when someone was being baptised! Our second and final day with the 
St. Clement school, we had the children make a stained glass window pane of a cross. Even 
though I had shown them that they have to hold it up to the window for the sun to shine through, 
many of the children, proud of their creations, hung the crosses around their necks. They were all 
insistent when done, to help me carry all the materials to the next classroom. Our last activity as 
a group in the church was teaching and sharing different songs. We would begin teaching them a 
song and suddenly they answered in unison by singing the rest of the song. They knew almost 
everything we tried to teach them! At the end, as a final good bye they sang for us a song of 
thanks and swayed in their seats. For them their summer was beginning and for us it was almost 
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time to return. We were once again enveloped by children, and they would come shake and kiss 
our hands. In turn, I would kiss and hug them all back. Only over the course of two days with the 
children, we had established a bond with many of them that they would even call us by name, as 
we could now name them, and it was heartbreaking to leave them as they asked us if we would 
be coming back next year.  

We also visited another school deeper in the slums. This was the Child of God Academy 
whose students were of many different faiths. The children again greeted us with beautiful songs 
as a group and later in every classroom. At this school, the students were much more hardened 
and had seen a lot more than most of us have seen. We had them all make beaded crosses and 
even those who were non Christian participated because there really was no longer a barrier of 
faith, everyone was each other’s neighbor. 

At the Orthodox College of Africa, I didn’t get to teach any courses, but got to enjoy a 
practice performance by the Royal Melodious Choir outside the church. This choir is a multi-
denominational group that sings to bring the message of Christianity through their songs to all 
people. Many are unemployed and the choir director brought them all together to give them hope 
and a sense of joy. I can not explain how wonderful they sounded, all the voices balanced and 
fully alive. Even the video does not capture it all. When we were asked to give a few words, I 
even choked up as I was telling them how important their music and singing was no matter what 
obstacles lay in their path. After, we hugged every single choir member as they wished us the 
best in our lives. 

During the time we were in Kenya, I was invited over with Fotini, the long-term 
missionary, to one of the girl’s homes. She lived deeper in the slums and we had to walk down 
many streets to go. Along the way we were teased because we were mzungu or white people. 
Sometimes Fotini would know the people and talk back to them in Swahili which made them 
smile. We arrived to a smaller street further in the neighborhood and walked through a narrow 
walkway filled with lines of hanging clothes. We finally came to her door where she unlocked 
the house and we entered. At first, I was surprised because I expected that she lived with her 
parents, but she lived alone. Her hometown was three hours away and she had made a life for 
herself in the city to further her education. The house was simple and small, a quarter (if that) of 
the size in comparison to what we are use to here in America. It was made of wood and metal 
sheets for the roof. One light bulb hung from the ceiling with a bed in the corner covered with a 
mosquito net and a small desk covered in books where we put the drinks bought by Fotini. Our 
hostess had made for us rice and heaped so much on our plates. It was delicious and we ate and 
bonded together. Before we began eating, our hostesses asked God to bless the food and the 
sisters she had with her for dinner that night. The sister part got to me. I was a completely new 
stranger and she had invited me to join them for dinner. My hostess had only met me two days 
before! Who was I to be able to experience something so humbling, but wonderful? One of the 
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walls was covered with icons. It was her dream that her home be like a church, with icons 
covering the walls. To me it was the most amazing thing to see that in our minds, she had very 
little, but in reality she had so, so much. This was one of the most humbling parts of my time in 
Kenya and I will never forget it because now my hostess is genuinely my sister.   

The middle part of our week was largely spent at the Makarios III Seminary. I 
truly do not know where to begin because the Seminary took the largest part of my heart and my 
heart is still there today. This is the place where many of our dearest memories were 
experienced. In the first few days, we were just passing visitors and only ate meals with them as 
we ran to meetings and the Primary School of St. Clement to figure out our schedule for the 
week. Personally, I could not teach anything at the seminary because I am still a student myself 
and do not know theology that well, but other teams members did lessons on other topics. 
Instead, I had the wonderful opportunity of sitting in on classes in all three levels, Year One, 
Two, and Three. One of my favorite classes was Dogmatics. The teacher was very 
knowledgeable, witty, and knew how to hold our attention. The discussions in that class amazed 
me, especially their depth in topics about death and the soul. The classes I stayed in the most 
were the Theology courses because they were so fascinating and Fr. Evangelos taught with life. I 
learned so much from his classes and recorded notes alongside all the seminarians, that they 
were even surprised. On one of the days we held a symposium where we discussed at length the 
church in America, especially Youth Ministry. After the symposium we asked seminarians to 
share their stories with us. It is considered an honor to hear someone’s story because many times 
they have lived through difficult times, but are still joyous everyday because they are alive. Even 
today, I am still hearing stories from the seminarians. 

The first day we really began to know some of the seminarians was when they refused 
to let us help them clean. We sneaked to the back and found a makeshift broom out of a stick 
and some branches and began to clean the walkways. Eventually, I took it to the front and began 
sweeping near the church, being asked many times if I was okay. I assured them all is well and at 
some point one of the seminarians came up to me as I was sweeping and we began talking. Soon, 
we had attracted many other seminarians and I heard stories of their conversions and of their 
different countries. My mom even joined us after a little while and suddenly we were invited on 
a tour around the compound. They took us everywhere and we had such a great time learning 
about the places and sharing stories. From that point on we only became closer and closer with 
all the seminarians. We talked to all of them repeatedly throughout the day and night. 

One day an entire bus of students from the city university came to learn about Orthodoxy 
for their religion class. We crowded into the church with the class and the seminarians. It was 
really amazing how interested all the students were. One of the questions was about the icon of 
St. Mamas which shows a young man riding a lion, but the name of the icon is entirely in Greek. 
The priest leading the discussion thought it was another saint and as we were debating what icon 
it actually was, the priest had one of the seminarians in our debate group explain the story of 
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the saint he thought it was. When he had finished, I turned around and we continued debating 
what saint it actually was. After all the students left, we stayed behind and I even took a zoomed 
up picture to prove my point, but before I could show the seminarian, it was time for vespers to 
begin.That night after dinner I finally showed him the picture and then told him the story of St. 
Mamas and other saint’s stories. Later another seminarian and my mom came over and the four 
of us were standing there for two hours talking and sharing. Everyday from that point was filled 
with amazing experiences and stories, but our time began to run out. 

The last day in Kenya was by far the most beautiful and amazing. In the 
afternoon, we were able to participate and experience an adult baptism of the one of the 
Rwandan seminarians. In the Orthodox tradition it is customary for the sponsor to bring a cross 
for the one that is being baptised. Since the sponsor could not afford a cross, my mom came up 
with the idea to make a beaded cross for him. The night before I had made a white cross which 
we gave to the Bishop for the baptism. It was spectacular to share in the joy of the man who was 
baptised and see him proudly wear his cross as a new member of Christ’s church. His happiness 
and smile were infectious. His baptism showed us how the love of Christ fills those who are new 
members in the church, so much that they can’t contain it. He could not stop smiling from ear to 
ear the entire rest of the night. During vespers, we witnessed the tonsuring of now seminarians 
from Rwanda, Madagascar, and Kenya. It was wonderful to see our new friends finally join the 
rest of the seminarians. That night was unforgettable. The well lead entertainment department 
put on the most magnificent show of singing, dancing, solos, and traditional stories. For one 
song, the Archbishop of Kenya even went and danced and soon we were pulled in. At the end, it 
was our turn to give something in return. We brought out our beads and cord and taught the 
seminarians how to make their own beaded crosses. Many were so excited that they made two or 
three! Eventually, I taught the seminarians Greek dance and we danced all around the tables in 
the dining hall. We went from dance to song, back to dance that night, so much that I never 
wanted it to end. Those last few moments all together, dancing, singing, and having a great time 
are irreplaceable. Nothing will ever amount to that experience.      
      

Coming back to America was the most difficult task I have ever experienced. 
Even when we were dropped off at the airport in Kenya, I immediately wanted to go back. I 
never got the chance to formally say goodbye to every single person because vespers had begun. 
The thing that tore my heart was separating ourselves from people we had come to love dearly 
and who we might not ever see again. We shed countless tears and continue too, and they have 
shed many tears as well. At first, everything at home seemed as if a dream. Returning to school 
was very hard because I had to force myself to sit in a desk and go through the same motions that 
I had been use to weeks before. But this time it is different. My heart has experienced something 
profound and my mind is still trying to make sense of it. If it wasn’t for the pictures or constant 
heartfelt messages and prayers, I wouldn’t have even felt as if I stepped on a completely 
different continent because I was forced back into the routine of daily life harshly. Still today, I 
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am trying to comprehend what happened and where I was. In Kenya, it was much easier to have 
Christ in the center of life, especially at the Seminary because He is in their hearts and souls and 
His love pours out of every person. I looked forward to Liturgies and Vespers because even 
though half of the service I didn’t understand, it was so beautiful. Walking towards the church in 
the early morning, the only thing that was audible was the one voice of the seminarians praising 
God and the smell of the fragrant incense drifting outside of the doors. Inside the church there 
was always peace, love, and tremendous joy. It was truly touching and invigorating to see how 
important becoming a member in Christ was to these people and how many times we take our 
Faith for granted. Entering back into the society still is a problem for me because I have to force 
myself to focus even though my heart and thoughts keep going back to Kenya. My classmates 
want to know everything about my experience, but as I explain about the poverty, the love, the 
lessons I learned, they can only nod their heads in agreement, look a little concerned, and then 
continue with their conversations because to them it is only words and pictures. I stare at the 
world map in my classroom and think what I would do to go back, but the missionary work 
continues even more now, at home. It is our turn to teach and to share all the things we have 
experienced and that have changed us as human beings. The experience is forever imprinted in 
our lives and I'm sure the lives of those we met.  We have to keep in mind that around us there is 
also poverty and tribulation, and we must try to help one person at a time, but at the same time 
keep in our thoughts and prayers those who we have met and help them in the ways we promised 
and ways we have not seen or thought of yet. We have to leave our hearts and minds open to 
God's Will because He has a reason why we met every single person that we did. We have to 
live with our experiences in our everyday lives and truly share the love of Christ that is a living 
power working in each person, but even more powerfully in the community of His agape love.

~By: Spyridoula Fotinis 


