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ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH
Mission Statement:

St. John Greek Orthodox Church is dedicated to spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ as the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.

Vision:

The church shall seek to fulfill its mission by:

1. Embracing the Spiritual Life of the Orthodox Church through regular prayer, worship, and frequent participation in the sacraments.

2. Supporting the Church through stewardship of time and talent and sacrificial giving.

3. Providing a welcoming, caring, loving environment.

4. Having its members exemplify Orthodox Christian character and morals.

5. Supporting ministries that facilitate the overall mission of the Church

6. Exemplifying commitment to community service and charitable outreach.

7. Creating an environment which encourages members to grow in their faith.

Father Stavros’ Message

In the month of February, we will celebrate Valentine’s Day.  And although St. Valentine is not an Orthodox Saint, many of us will get caught up in what is a cultural celebration in America.  Our children will write Valentine cards for classmates, teachers will encourage their students to write something nice about one another, young couples will try to impress each other with flowers and chocolates, and married couples will plan romantic evenings.  All of this effort to express something that needs to be expressed every day, not only on February 14, which is LOVE.  
Everyone has an innate need to be loved and accepted.  Love is an emotional need that is just as important as the physical need of food.  There are few things that we NEED in this life—we need food, we need rest, we need health, we need salvation and we need love.  We need acceptance.  
In my work with teenagers, most of the crazy things they choose to engage in are motivated by this seemingly all-powerful NEED for love and acceptance—to satisfy this need, they will succumb to peer pressure, they will take often dangerous chances, they will do things out of character, all in the pursuit of love.

Young adults also search for love.  The desire to find love today leads them to social networking sites, restaurants and bars, endless text messages and Facebook searches, all in order to find Mr. or Mrs. Right, who will give them the love they so desperately want and need to have.  
Married couples have marriages that are successful or not successful based on how faithfully they express love.  Being faithful in a marriage is not only “thou shalt not cheat” but is being attentive to the needs of your spouse, specifically his or her need to feel loved.  Is love patient and kind, does it rejoice in the right rather than focusing on the wrong, does it endure all things, as St. Paul writes in I Corinthians 13, in his famous chapter on love?  Or are expressions of “love” filled with demands, lack patience or understanding, or even respect?  A marriage is most certainly a test of endurance, a test of patience, and in every marriage, love gets battered by storms.  It takes hard work for a marriage to withstand attacks on the love that brought a couple to get married in the first place.  As children grow, do couples still try and maintain a strong bond of love?  Do they still reserve a special place for their spouse? And as children grow up and leave an empty nest, do couples try recapture the love they had before children, or are there too many scars or disappointments that have put holes in the fabric that once made for a happy marriage?  Do they grow old with love or with bitterness?  Does their relationship reflect enthusiasm, or a sense of having settled?  

All people (spouses, parents, grandparents) slow down as they get older, they no longer have the vitality or energy that they once had.  Does our love for them remain?  Is there patience for the person who takes a little longer to do what they once did quickly?  
Love is not only a key ingredient in our relationship with each other—it is a key in our relationship with God.  The human race was created out of God’s abiding sense of love.  The fallen human race was redeemed by God’s love.  John 3:16 does not say “For God was so concerned for the world that He sent His only-Begotten Son,” nor does it say “God felt sorry for the world,” but that “God so LOVED the world, that He gave His only-Begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” (John 3:16)

Jesus Christ summarized all 613 commandments of the Old Testament with TWO commandments—to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength and with all your mind,” and “to love your neighbor as yourself.” (Luke 10:27) Love is such an over-arching feeling, emotion, action and power that when one is loving God and neighbor, there is no way that he can be acting inappropriately.  

Before the Creed during the Divine Liturgy, the priest invites the faithful to “let us love one another so that with one mind we may confess.”  What does this mean?  It means that before we can confess with one mind our faith in Christ, and before we can receive Communion together, we must be united in love for one another, it means that we must be reconciled with one another.  In the Gospel of Matthew 5:24, we read “leave your gift there in front of the altar.  First go and be reconciled to your brother, then come and offer your gift.”  Thus in the liturgy, after the Holy Gifts have been placed on the altar, but BEFORE they are consecrated and distributed, we are supposed to make a pause in the Liturgy and with thoughts of reconciliation, be united with our brethren and then finish the liturgy.  In the Ancient Church, after the priest invited people to “love one another,” there was a public confession of sins committed against one another, which was followed by the exchange of the kiss of peace, a gesture of forgiveness and reconciliation.  Both the public confession and the kiss of peace have fallen into disuse, but the idea of being reconciled to our fellow Christians remains.  We are still asked in the Liturgy to love one another, so that being with one mind, we may confess our faith, so that with one mouth, we may praise God, and so that with one heart we may receive God through the Holy Communion.  It doesn’t do any good to come to the Liturgy with a heavy heart, or to partake of Holy Communion in anger.  If there is something between you and your brother, we are told to reconcile with our brother.  And that extends to things between our spouses, parents, children and friends.
As the years go by, and as I get to know more and more people in the church, as I have had the opportunity to sit down and really talk to people, I see that many in our congregation (and for that matter in our world) suffer from lack of love. There is rarely a week that I don’t have a conversation with someone whose marriage is going through a rough patch, or whose parents are giving them grief, or who has a problem with a co-worker, or who is mad at a fellow parishioner.  Rather than allowing perfect love to cast out all fear (I John 4:18), fear, anger, frustration and sadness in many corners cover up love—in our homes, in our jobs, and even in our own church.  They don’t allow love to blossom, they threaten to destroy love.  And so, as we mark Valentine’s Day, and as we enter the period of the Triodion (the period of preparation before Great and Holy Lent), it is a good opportunity for us to think about love—what kind of love we need, and what kind of love we give; to the people whom we love, and to the people who love us; to the people from whom we withhold love, and to the people to whom we should offer more love.   This may be children loving parents, parents loving children, spouses loving spouses as God intended for love to be expressed in marriage (by the way there is another opportunity for a marriage retreat, this one in Tarpon Springs on Saturday, February 12—details on the back cover of the Messenger), friends reconciling with friends, parishioners with parishioners, so that our statement of “Let us love one another so that with one mind we may confess” is not just another line of the service, but a way of approaching the Holy Things, the Holy Gifts, that are reserved for those seeking holiness, for as St. Paul tell us “let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God. (2 Corinthians 7:1)

The basic building block to any human relationship is respect.  Before there can be love between two people, there has to be trust, and before trust, friendship, and before friendship, something held in common, and before even that, there must be respect.  The problem is in building “loving” relationships, often times we remove (accidentally, or intentionally) the foundation of the relationship, which is respect.  Respect includes not harming someone physically, verbally or emotionally.  Respect includes understanding and accepting things that make us different from one another, such as our individual ideas and needs.  Respect includes appreciation for the good things that one brings to the table, their good points.  So, the next time you are arguing with your spouse, your child, your parent or your friend, even though you may be right, don’t forget about respecting someone who is a little different than you.  Ironically, married couples love the deepest but also fight the most, so next time you want to argue with your spouse, carefully weigh where your spouse is coming from, ask yourself if you can at least respect (if not agree with) a spousal opinion or a spousal need that is different from your own.  

Empathy and compassion go a long way in any relationship, especially in a marriage.  But also in all of our relationships.  We, as parishioners of our church, share the same space each Sunday, many of us have shared it for many years.  Do we respect the person who sits next to us in church?  Do we respect them enough to talk to them?  To learn their name and something about them?  To pray for them?  What about in our ministries? Do we respect our fellow parish council members, or Philoptochos members, or GOYA, or Bible study students?  If the answer is no, then we must work at reconciliation, so that we may praise God with one voice and one heart, a voice of joy, a heart of joy, rather than a heart of sadness and a voice of anger.  And if the answer is yes, do we deepen the relationship with friendship, trust and love.  For again, in the Liturgy, we are told “let us LOVE one another,” not merely tolerate, but to LOVE.
And our love for God is reflected in our love for other people.  We cannot love God but not love others, for God is in all, we are all in His image and likeness.  Jesus tells us in Matthew 25:31-46, when you did something for one of the least of your brethren, it’s as if we did it for the Lord Himself.  And when we failed to do something for even the least of our brethren, it’s as if we failed to do it for the Lord Himself.  So love for God and love for our fellow man are intertwined and cannot be separated from one another.  We love one another and this prepares us to confess our faith to God.  We confess our faith to God by loving one another.  We can’t separate faith from love, just like we cannot separate loving others from loving God.    

Love, by its very definition, is an action projected on to something or someone else.  So, again in this pre-Lenten time of reflection and preparation, ask yourself, what is the primary thing I project onto those around me?  Love? Anger? Misery? Judgment?  Kindness? Interest?    As we prepare to enter into the Triodion, the period of time where we prepare for the journey of the Great Lent, and as we scurry around making plans for Valentine’s Day, it’s a good time to examine where your heart is, and it’s time to reflect on the liturgical phrase “Let us love one another so that with one mind we may confess” and soberly ask yourself is my heart moving in the direction of love, so that I can be united to the church in a single mind, and a singularly loving heart, so that I may confess and live our single and True faith?!  Let us love one another this month and always, so that we may come with joy to pray, to worship, to confess and to commune with God and with one another.
With love in Christ,

+Fr. Stavros
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The Mission of the Orthodox Church—Part Six

By Fr. Stavros (Adapted from a Presentation by Fr. Aris Metrakos)

Understanding our Present Situation
A quick check of the new Archdiocese Yearbook for 2011 reveals some troubling statistics.  In the year 2009 (the last year for which statistics are available), the Archdiocese reports that 6,496 people were baptized in the Greek Orthodox Church.  In addition 946 were received into the church through the sacrament of Chrismation.  This means that a total of 7,442 people were added to the fold of the Greek Orthodox Church in 2009.  However, this is balanced against 3,937 funerals held in 2009, so that means an aggregate growth of 3,505 members in 2009.  When you divide that by approximately 500 churches, that is an average of 7 new members in each church in 2009.  If St. John had 35 baptisms in 2009, along with 5 Chrismations against only 5 funerals, that would be an aggregate growth of 35, plus new families moving into the area.  That means that many churches are in marked decline.  Why the emphasis on growth in this monthly column—1)It is needed to sustain what we have—these statistics on church growth should be setting off alarm bells to everyone in the Orthodox church in the United States, with baptisms at their lowest total EVER; 2)it is a commandment of God to spread the Gospel to all nations; and 3)Being an Orthodox Christian is God’s greatest blessing in my life—I want to share that joy with others—the peace of God, the cleansing of confession, the hope of everlasting life and the joy that is being an Orthodox Christian of this life.  It’s something I want to share with others.  It’s something I want everyone in our community to want to share.  I want us all to come to church with joy and commitment, and be committed to the idea of sharing that joy by growing our church and sharing it with others.
As I begin my remarks this month, I call your attention to the diagram on the previous page, the VPM diagram, which diagrams the life of a church community.  On the diagram, the V stands for Vision, the P stands for Programs and the M stands for Management.  

In any church community, the V-Vision includes Leadership, Mission and Purpose of the church and core values of the congregation and the way it will conduct itself.  

Under P-Programs, we find the events, ministries, services and activities that comprise the life of the parish.

And under M-Management, we find the infrastructure of a parish, how it is managed, who is accountable to whom, and resources (financial) and otherwise that are used to further the mission of the church, which include the buildings, the church sanctuary, etc.  

So, let’s start on the lower left hand side of the diagram, the birth of a church congregation.  When a church congregation begins, there is great emphasis on the V (Vision).  Hence the V is represented with a capital V with the p and the m not emphasized as much.  Why is this?  Because when a congregation is in its birth and infancy, there aren’t a lot of people, hence there aren’t a lot of programs or resources. There probably isn’t a church sanctuary either. The emphasis is on coming up with a vision and then recruiting people who share the vision. One the people are recruited and there is a core membership base, then talk of building buildings will follow.
As the church progresses into its “young adult” life, Programs are added to the vision, hence, we describe the church as VPm, the Vision has been established, people have been recruited, and Programs have been started.  There still is not an adequate infrastructure and resources are still not in abundance.  

As the church enters the prime of its life, Vision and Programs come together with Management, and we have the church as a VPM—there is Vision, there are Programs that support the Vision, and there is Management/Infrastructure present so that the church moves forward with strength and dynamism.  Buildings are built, the community puts down roots.  Everything is “clicking” so to speak.
As with all organisms, the human body being the best example, it seems that communities hit a peak and then go into decline.  How does this happen?  Complacency might be a good word.  Everything is going strong, the church is full, the programs are functioning, and there is infrastructure in place. Buildings have been built, debts have been paid off. And no new vision is put forth.  The visionary leadership is not needed.  And so a key part of the equation disappears, and the decline begins. The Vision/Program/Management picture is now a vPM. 

The key moment for the parish is what happens next.  Most parishes in vPM, try to solve the problem by working on P or M, rather than by working on v.  Instead of adjusting their vision, they come up with a new program, or build a new building or refurbish their iconography.  It is said, “without a vision, the people perish,” and in this case, without a vision, the parish will perish.  And so then, the parish slips into a vpM, where without vision, programs suffer and a church is left with an infrastructure—buildings, loans, maintenance costs—that it cannot manage.  And a vicious cycle ensues in order for the community just to stay viable.

If a parish is on the right side of the equation, in decline, or in freefall, this need not signal the end of the life of that parish.  There is a way to arrest the freefall and in fact build back to the VPM church again.  The key is to go back to V, and establish a NEW VISION and thus a rebirth of the parish.  Which of course is hard to do while still managing debts.  And after renewing the V, that parish solidifies the P, it makes sure that there are ministries to support the vision.  The Vision includes the idea of growing the church, programs and ministries fill the needs of the people and create new avenues for attracting more people, and then the M becomes strengthened as well—the parish again operates in PRIME fashion.
So, where is our parish?  Well, overall as a community, I think our church has enjoyed a “rebirth” in the last six and a half years because it is defining a vision.  Part of the reason I am taking the time to write this column each month is so that we can each learn a little more about the purpose of the church, the vision for our particular church, and thus chart the future of our church for the next 20 years.  Because without a vision, even our church in Tampa can perish, no church is immune from this fact.  We have a mission and vision statement that is on the front page of every issue of “The Messenger” and also on our website.  Now we need to continue to develop the P and M parts of the equation, so that added ministries generate added enthusiasm and foster added commitment, which will hopefully translate into a more solid infrastructure—hiring more personnel to administer the ministries of the church, and perhaps one day even expanding the church sanctuary to accommodate more people  to come and worship.
I believe that we are still in the rebirth stage as a parish, most certainly many of our ministries are in the process of redefining and reestablishing their sense of mission.  We are moving also to strengthen our programs, both in quantity (number of programs) and quality.  The infrastructure is improving, but here there is room for improvement.  We have one priest where we definitely can use two.  We employ one administrative assistant, where we can use at least two.  We have repairs needed to our buildings and more financial stability.  As you can see, we definitely can stand some improvement in the M area.  Have we improved in the V and P areas?  Absolutely.  Can we be better in V, P and M?  Absolutely.

People Groups

Donald McGavran (1897-1990) was Dean Emeritus and former Professor of Mission, Church and Growth and South Asian studies at the School of World Mission, Fuller Theological Seminary, in Pasadena, California.  A child of missionaries in India and later a missionary himself, McGavran spent much of his life trying to overcome social barriers to Christian conversion.  For example, India, which stratified people by economics and caste, substantially hinders the spread of Christian influences.  (Wikipedia)

McGavran’s work, which includes the seminal church growth text, Understanding Church Growth, is influential because of essays and lectures at missionary conferences in which he identified differences of caste and economic social positions as major barriers to the spread of Christianity.  His work substantially changed the methods by which missionaries identify and prioritize groups of persons for missionary work and stimulated the Church Growth Movement. (Wikipedia)  One of the results of McGavran’s work was that it showed definitively that it is easier for a person to become a Christian than to cross racial, ethnic, cultural or linguistic lines.  What this means is that it is easier for a person of the Indian culture to become a Christian, provided that Christianity is presented in a language, culture and ethnic way that is familiar to them.  A person who is an Indian Hindu is more easily converted to Christianity than he is converted to speaking in English or acting like an American.

So, tying this to the Greek Orthodox Church in the United States, it is unreasonable to expect growth in the Orthodox church from people who are not Orthodox if we make people cross racial, ethnic and linguistic lines.  In other words, going back to the column from last month, in order to move from CFU (church for us) to CFO (church for others), we cannot require people to become “Greeks” in order to become Orthodox.  Because studies have shown definitively that we can convert people from Protestantism or Catholicism, or agnosticism or atheism to Orthodox Christianity, but we cannot expect to convert people to being cultural Greeks, or expect them to be attracted to a church that is heavily Greek in its orientation and language.  This is not to say “throw out every vestige of Greek culture” today, but this is something that must be looked at seriously, soberly, by every priest, every parish and every hierarch if we are serious about growing the church.  CFU will die with us.  The key to not only growing the Church in America and in Tampa but even maintaining it is CFO.  And the key to making the Church a CFO is getting it in a language the people will understand, without giving the perception that a cultural conversion is required in addition to the theological conversion.  

We read stories frequently of Protestant “mega churches” that began as 5 people meeting in someone’s living room and progress to becoming 10,000 member churches that fill athletic stadiums and we wonder how does that phenomenon occur, and how can we get it to occur for us?  Well, perhaps some of us wonder about that.  I do.  And all of us should be wondering about that.  And the reason is because those churches target people that are easy to be converted.  There is no longer a steady stream of Greeks coming to America.  The overwhelming majority of cultural Greeks are marrying people who are culturally non-Greek.  If we want to grow our churches, starting with keeping the spouses of those who marry our people, we cannot encumber our church with a lot of cultural baggage—this is simply not a model for growth, or even maintenance of what we have.  I’m not suggesting or even thinking that our church in Tampa will reach 10,000 members.  There are studies that show that once a community has reached a certain number of people, that an additional community should be started.  But certainly there is room for growth in our church, and if Orthodoxy is THE guiding force in our lives, if Orthodoxy brings great joy, hope and fulfillment to our lives, then it should be something we should want to share with others.
In the modern Protestant Church movement, there is always an emphasis on growth and evangelism.  Oftentimes, multiple churches are planted in the same area, targeting different age and cultural demographics.  After all, it is hard to expect every type of need of every type of person to be met in a single church.  To put it simply, one church cannot reign in everybody.  In the early Church, there were Jews and there were Gentiles.  And there were communities that were predominantly Jews who converted to Christianity and there were other communities where there were predominantly Gentiles who had converted to Christianity.  But the overwhelming majority of people in the world were Gentiles and in the growth of the church, there were quickly many more Gentiles than Jews, so much so that it became harder for Jews to become Christians once it was a Gentile Church, not because it was harder for them to embrace the faith, but it was hard to accept the cultural and linguistic differences of the Gentile groups.  In modern context, if a Protestant Church goes into a Hispanic area and establishes a church, they necessarily speak Spanish, because it is not realistic to expect an Hispanic person who is most likely Catholic to jump a theological boundary to become Protestant and also cross a linguistic boundary and lose their language.  

Types of Church Growth
Loren Mead, an Episcsopal priest, also has done extensive research and has published many books and articles on types of church growth.  There are several types:

NUMERICAL

This type of growth seeks to increase the number of congregants in a church.  Biblically defined, this takes the Great Commission, Matthew 28:19, and seeks to “make disciples of all nations.”  Churches that focus on numerical growth have membership drives, discipleship groups, go door to door and post flyers and use other techniques to aggressively grow their church.  

Numerical growth does not work in all areas.  For instance, in areas where the economy is in a downturn and people are leaving, it is unrealistic to expect significant church growth.  In my former parish in Asheville, NC, it is a struggle to maintain, let alone grow the church, because a lack of industry in the city causes most of the young people to leave for the larger cities.  It is unrealistic to expect rapid growth there.  In the United States at present, the Northeast and the Upper Midwest are in decline, the West is holding steady, and there is still some growth (migration) in the South and in the lower Midwest.  Therefore it is realistic to expect some decline in the Orthodox Churches (and other churches too for that matter) in the Northeast and the upper Midwest, and realistic to still expect some growth due to migration in the South.  

As for exponential growth of a Greek Orthodox Parish, we are simply not equipped or motivated to grow in this way.  And that may or may not be a good thing.  I don’t think that our St. John Community would be better off if we added several THOUSAND people to the congregation—we would lose our identity.  But how about adding several hundred—other than needing a larger building, adding another hundred people to our congregation would actually strengthen the congregation our church—adding a few dozen more children to Sunday school would fill out all of our classes, adding ten more people to GOYA would make this group more dynamic, adding 20 people to Bible Study would make for a stronger group.  So the idea of numerical growth on a large scale is unrealistic and probably undesirable, but on a smaller scale, numerical growth is both good, and necessary.  

INCARNATIONAL

Incarnational growth is defined as providing for the least of our brethren.  This means an active attempt to minister to those outside of our community, specifically the poor and disadvantaged.  The majority of those who the parish helps will probably not join the parish, and if they do, will probably not contribute monetarily to the community, but this is not the goal.  The goal is simply to witness for the faith by helping people outside of the faith, with no expectation that they will join the faith, though some made indeed do so.  

Individual churches must discover their own calling in the Incarnational growth area.  This can be done through involvement in existing local ministries, identifying unmet needs in the community and supporting national/international ministries.  In this particular area, our church is improving.  We have contributed substantially with donations to Metropolitan Ministries, we donated a portion of festival profits to LifePath Hospice, our Philoptochos promotes national and international Christian charities (some Orthodox and some not), one of our members leads an effort to collect clothes and other things for the poor, and we recently started a food pantry.  I encourage you to get involved in our charitable outreach by becoming a member of Philoptochos, donating to the food pantry, and offering donations when we make collections for Metropolitan Ministries and other charities.   As time goes on, we need to continue to expand these ministries.

MATURATIONAL

Maturational growth involves growing spiritually as a church with those we already have—this is qualitative rather than quantitative growth.  The Epistle of St. Peter encourages us to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:18).  This is the responsibility of all churches and all of their respective members.  And this is done through religious education, Sunday school, sermons, retreats and conferences.  It is incumbent on all church members to encourage maturational growth by their own participation and by getting involved in helping to put on educational programs.  Therefore, all are encouraged to attend the next retreat we have, to bring your children to Sunday school and other youth programs, attend a Bible study, to listen attentively to the sermon, and keep reading the Messenger.  And many are needed to step forward to teach Sunday school, assist with youth programs, become part of the new AGAPE group (see Community News).  There is certainly much that we have done to enhance the spiritual growth of our church, among the members already part of our community.  There is certainly much more that we can do to enhance our spiritual growth and development as well.
ORGANIC

Organic growth is defined as infrastructure development.  Most Orthodox churches, including ours, have inadequate “infrastructure.”  Imagine what we could accomplish if we had two priests, or a priest and a pastoral assistant.  A year ago, when we had two priests, we were able to offer a second liturgy once a month for our Sunday school students, and our students and their parents loved it.  Now, again only having one priest, we are unable to offer that ministry.   Charlie Hambos, our Seminarian, spent some time working with me over his Christmas break, getting a hands-on feel of what a priest does on a daily basis.  Obviously, I am very proud of Charlie and want to spend time helping him prepare for a career in ministry.  And in one of our conversations, we talked about what it would be like if he and I were ever to work together at Saint John, either with him as a pastoral assistant or even as a full-time assistant priest.  Obviously, we would not need to do twice as many services, there would be the same number of sacraments with one or two of us, but what having another full time person would allow us to do is to develop more ministries, both in quantity and in quality.  There could be more pastoral visits, longer visits, etc.  All of our ministries cannot be priest-centered either.  Right now there is only one priest and only so many hours in the week.  So Sunday school flourishes not because of the priest but because of those who have stepped forward to volunteer their time.  Church administration flourishes because of a dedicated Parish Council.  And almost every ministry flourishes or fails based on the lay leadership team that leads the ministry.  

So here are some modern applications for organic growth

1. There needs to be a solid leadership team—this is not only a strong priest and solid parish council, but a group of other people, not necessarily on the parish council, who step forward to volunteer to run the various ministries of the church, as well as creating new ones.  

2. There needs to be a way to develop volunteers—there needs to be people training other people, mentoring other people for how to get involves in the ministries of the church.  This includes Sunday school teachers teaching others how to teach, the festival chairperson mentoring others how to run the festival, perhaps even someone stepping forward to lead the Bible study or catechism classes.  When you have organic growth, you no longer have one priest and 11 parish council members running the church, but dozens of people participating, leading, guiding and growing the ministries of the church.  This is a goal that we continue to develop in our church, as we have several dynamic people facilitating ministries in the church who are not on the Parish Council.  And we will seek to continue to grow this aspect of ministry as well.

3. Ministry development—this is the development of new ministries, people who come together to establish new ways of imparting the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the community.  Different people of different ages receive and grow in Christ differently.  For instance there is a big difference between the maturity of a 4 year old and a 40 year old.  That’s why we don’t offer Bible study to a 4 year old, and summer camp isn’t needed for a 50 year old.  Some learn through Liturgy, others through Bible study, and still others through ways we probably haven’t even thought of.  We need to continually think of new ways to spread the Gospel, and each new ministry must target a different subset of people with a different group of leaders.

4. Adequate Staff—In most Protestant Churches that are the same size as ours, there would be 3 full time ministers and at least 2 full time administrative positions.  Our parish has one full time priest, one full-time administrator and one part-time book-keeper.  To move and to grow the church in the way that it can grow to its fullest potential, more infrastructure is needed, and thus more financial commitment is needed.

5. 60-70% Rule of Thumb—In most Protestant Churches, 60-70% of the budget is allocated towards salaries.  In most Orthodox churches, this total is below 50%.  And many people complain that that is too high.  What the successful Protestant Churches have figured out is that more full-time people working means more ministries, which in turn bring more people, which in turn bring more money, which in turn allow for more people to be hired and the cycle goes and grows.  In the Orthodox church, more money means more money, greater endowments, more icons—we as a church do not equate more money going to additional full-time church workers.  I love my work as a priest at St. John, and my greatest sadness is at the end of the day, there just isn’t enough time to do all the things I want to do in the way I feel that they ought to be done.  But what gets cut?  The Messenger, the weekday services, confessions, pre-marital counseling, GOYA, Bible Study?  It’s all important.  But in order to add more, and even maintain what we have, there NEEDS to be more infrastructure, more volunteers, but also more PAID “administrators/ministers” to help in the ministry.  This is something that EACH OF US must keep in mind as we make our financial offering to the church.  If we want more out of our church, we must give more.  And if the church grows but our infrastructure does not grow, we can each expect less of our church.  In 2004, we had 220 families, a full time priest, a full time administrator and a part-time book-keeper.  In 2011, we have 360 families and still one full time priest, one full time administrator and a part-time book-keeper.  We need to address this!

6. Adequate Technology—In our world of ever-changing and evolving technology, the church must keep up.  It is not realistic to expect the church to run without new technology.  Thankfully, we have someone who stepped forward to maintain our website and our Facebook pages.  By the way, you can look for Saint John Tampa on Facebook and become a “friend” of the church and receive Facebook messages about our events.  But even our technology needs updating—our copier is constantly needing repairs, we don’t have network printing, or a color copier, or other things that would enhance our ability to show the things of our community. Again, these issues can only be addressed through your stewardship.
IF THE CHURCH IS ALIVE, THE QUESTION IS NOT “How Can We Grow?” but “Why Aren’t We Growing?”  Our church is alive, and it is growing.  And how is it growing?  Because of enthusiasm for the genuine Orthodox Christianity and Spirituality that we are striving to demonstrate in worship and in our ministries.  There is a great thirst in the world for meaning.  There is a great sense of emptiness in the world that can only be filled with God’s love and power.  Hence, it is the mission and ministry of this church to quench that thirst and to fill that emptiness by spreading God’s word “to all nations.”  But it all starts with our sense of purpose, our mission, it continues with our programs and it is sustained with our infrastructure.  All phases are needed to have a fully mature community.  I commend our community on the strides it has made in the past six and a half years.  The operative question now become how will we continue to grow, what new ministries will we begin, and how will we establish and maintain the infrastructure that will establish and maintain the ministries while fulfilling the mission and vision?
To be continued. . .
Liturgical Schedule for February
Wednesday, February 2
Presentation of Christ in the Temple (Major Feast Day)





Orthros 8:45 a.m.

Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Sunday, February 6

Feast of St. Photios





Orthros 8:45 a.m.

Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.
Ushers: Pete Trakas, Demetrios Halkias, Florin Patrasciou

Altar Boys: Captains and St. Mark (John Karamitsanis, George Karamitsanis, Matthew Tsokos, Jonathan Tsokos, Michael Evdemon, Nicholas Katzaras)

Coffee Hour: Philoptochos

Thursday, February 10
Feast of St. Haralambos





Orthros 9:00 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Sunday, February 13

1st Sunday of the Triodion—The Publican and the Pharisee





Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers:Peter Theophanous, Gregory Tisdale, Mike Conner
Altar Boys: Captains and St. Luke (Samuel Alem, Christos Nenos, Peter Makrides, Yonathan Alem, Andrew Mellon-Lynn, Nicholas Alsina

Coffee Hour:  GOYA-Gyro Luncheon

Wednesday, February 16
SACRAMENT OF HOLY UNCTION
6:00 p.m.

Sunday, February 20

2nd Sunday of the Triodion—The Prodigal Son





Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers: Randy Yoakum, Mike Trimis, Jason Pill
Altar Boys:Captains and St. John (Efklidis Kokovides, Demetri Kokovides, Mihail Kaburis, Savvas Ferekides, Michael James, Alexios Diniaco, Christopher Scarfogliero)
Coffee Hour: AHEPA

Saturday, February 26
1st Saturday of the Souls





Orthros 8:30 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 9:30 a.m.





Memorial Service 10:30 a.m.





PLEASE NOTE EARLIER STARTING TIME OF LITURGY

Sunday, February 27

3rd Sunday of Triodion—The Last Judgment-Meatfare Sunday 





Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers: Ippokratis Kantzios, Brett Mourer, Chris Kavouklis 
Altar Boys:Captains and St. Matthew (Nicholas Kavouklis, Gregory Koutroumanis, Harry Koutroumanis, Peter Hanhan, George Hambos)
Coffee Hour: Choir

Saturday, March 5

2nd Saturday of the Souls




Orthros 9:00 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.





Memorial Service 11:00 a.m.

Sunday, March 6

4th Sunday of the Triodion—Forgiveness Sunday





Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers: Amin Hanhan, Ed Gerecke, Peter Choundas
Altar Boys: Captains and St. Mark (John Karamitsanis, George Karamitsanis, Matthew Tsokos, Jonathan Tsokos, Michael Evdemon, Nicholas Katzaras)
Coffee Hour: Glendi Dancers




Forgiveness Vespers

6:00 p.m.

Monday, March 7

Clean Monday—Kathara Deftera—Beginning of Great Lent





Canon of St. Andrew

10:00 a.m.





Great Compline

5:30 p.m.

Tuesday, March 9

9th Hour


5:30 p.m.





Pre-Sanctified Liturgy

6:00 p.m.
Presentation of Christ-February 2-The Presentation of Christ is a major feastday of the church and commemorates the day, 40 days after the Nativity, when Christ was brought to the temple when He was 40 days old.  According to the Law of Moses, every male child was brought to the temple on its 40th day, together with a sacrifice of pigeons or turtle doves by the parents, and the child was “consecrated Holy to the Lord.”  Mary and Joseph brought the infant Jesus to the temple on His 40th day, because it was the law to do so.  In the temple was a priest named Simeon, who was an older man, who had been promised by God that he would not die until he saw the Christ.  When Simeon saw the baby Jesus, he knew in his heart that this was the Lord’s Messiah.  He took the child in his arms and prayed “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace according to Your word, for my eyes have seen Your salvation which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light to enlighten the Gentiles and for glory to Your people Israel.”  This prayer is recited over every child in the Orthodox Church when they are brought to church for the first time when they are 40 days old.  That’s where this beautiful tradition comes from.  February 2 is indeed a special day for all parents and all young children.  

St. Haralambos-February 10-St. Haralambos was a Saint of the first century and lived in Greece.  He was a priest who was martyred.  Our parish has a special connection to St. Haralambos since his relics were interred in our altar table when the church was consecrated in 1986.

Saturday of the Souls- It is a Tradition in the Orthodox Church to offer prayers for the souls of all of our loved ones who have departed this life, in the hope of the Resurrection to Eternal Life.  There are four Saturdays of the year that are dedicated specifically to this purpose.  They are three Saturdays before and at the beginning of Lent and the Saturday before Pentecost.  Everyone is encouraged to submit the names of their loves ones to be commemorated at the services.  And you are all encouraged to attend one of these services (and bring Kolyva-boiled wheat) if you are able, as a way of honoring the people in your family who have passed away in church once a year.  This year, the Saturdays of the Souls fall on February 26, March 5 and March 12.
THE SACRAMENT OF HOLY UNCTION WILL BE OFFERED TO THE COMMUNITY ON WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 16, BEGINNING AT 6:00 P.M.  THE SERVICE WILL BE CELEBRATED AS IT APPEARS IN THE BLACK HOLY WEEK BOOK.  MANY IN OUR COMMUNITY ARE SICK AND SUFFERING, EITHER IN HEALTH OR IN SPIRIT.  THIS WILL BE AN OPPORTUNITY TO COME AND PRAY TOGETHER FOR THE HEALTH OF INDIVIDUALS IN OUR PARISH, AND FOR THE HEALTH OF ALL OF US.  PLEASE COME AND JOIN US ON FEBRUARY 16 AT 6:00 P.M. FOR AN EVENING OF PRAYER AND HEALING.

Registry

Baptism-Nicholas Cummings, son of Derek and Evangeline (Tsibris) Cummings, was baptized on Sunday, January 16.  Godparent was Athe Tsibris.  Na Sas Zisi!

Chrismation-Jie (Anysia) Dahdal was received into the Orthodox Faith through the Sacrament of Chrismation on Sunday, January 16.  Godparent was Fatin Dahdal.  Congratulations!

Condolences to the family of Peter Alithinos, who passed away December 20, 2010, in Greece.  May his memory be eternal!

Condolences to Mark Hartung and family, on the passing away of Mark’s father, Russell, on January 3, 2011.  May his memory be eternal!

Condolences to Athanasia (Sia) Blankenship and family, on the passing away of her father, Eustathios, on January 18.  May his memory be eternal!

Condolences to Peter Patsourakos, on the passing away of his grandmother, on January 21.  May her memory be eternal!
Community News

Parish Council Officers-The Parish Council received the Oath of Office on Sunday, January 23.  Officers for this year will be as follows:  President-Katherine Sakkis; Vice-President-Bill Manikas; Secretary-Diane Trimis; Treasurer-Skip Higdon.

Epiphany in Tarpon Springs-On January 6, Fr. Stavros represented our Parish at the Annual Feast of the Epiphany in Tarpon Springs.  His Eminence Archbishop Demetrios of America officiated at the Divine Liturgy, assisted by His Eminence Metropolitan Alexios and the priests of the Tampa Bay area.  A record seventy-six young men dove for the cross including Vasilios (Billy) Nenos, Nick Patides and John Kavouklis from our parish.  We congratulate these young men on representing our church!

St. John Feastday-On January 6-7, we celebrated our annual Feastday of St. John the Baptist, the Patron Saint of our Parish.  On January 6, His Eminence Metropolitan Alexios presided over the Vespers assisted by Fr. Stavros, Fr. James Rousakis (Clearwater), Fr. Iulian Damian (Clearwater), Fr. John Bociu (St. Petersburg) and Fr. Peter Andronache (Sarasota).  Mary Nenos offered an Artoklasia, and also decorated our icons of St. John.  The Philoptochos sponsored a reception following Vespers.  On January 7, His Eminence Metropolitan Alexios officiated at the Hierarchical Divine Liturgy, assisted by Fr. Stavros, Fr. James Rousakis (Clearwater), Fr. Michael Eaccarino (Tarpon Springs), Fr. Vasilios Tsourlis (Tarpon Springs), Fr. John Bociu and Fr. Peter Andronache.  The Parish Council sponsored a luncheon following the Liturgy.  Special thanks to the Hambos family for cooking an excellent lunch!  At the luncheon, Fr. Stavros and Michael Evdemon presented a check to LifePath Hospice from our Festival Proceeds.  Thank you to all those who helped make our Feastday a success!

Successful College Retreat-On Monday, December 20, 31 college students from the Tampa Bay area gathered for a retreat led by Fr. Stavros.  The subjects discussed included challenges college students face, how to maintain your Orthodox faith while in college and how to discuss Orthodoxy with those who are not Orthodox.  We will definitely be having other events for college students in the near future.  
Lenten Reading Materials-Lent begins on March 7.  This year, for our Lenten reading, we will be reading the book “Gifts of the Desert” by Kyriakos Markides.  If you are interested in having one ordered for you for Lent, please contact Jon Irwin at jirwinii@aol.com, or see him in the book store after church.  We need the order placed by February 20 to have them here on time.  Cost is $20.
GOYA Gyro Luncheon-Sunday, February 13—Come and join us for a tasty luncheon in support of our GOYAns on Sunday, February 13, following the Divine Liturgy.
Festival Date Change for 2011-The Greek Festival has been changed to November 11-12-13.  This is because the McDill Air Force base airshow is one week earlier, which was our original date.  Please make a note on your calendars that the Greek Festival for 2010 will be held on November 12-13-14.

Charlie Hambos and his family would like to thank all who contributed to Charlie at the Sunday, January 2 coffee hour so graciously organized by Diane Norcross, JoAnn Hartung and all the others who helped out. The emotional, spiritual and monetary support give to Charlie by all at St. John’s is just wonderful!  We thank you all with all of our hearts!
Thank you to Chris and Debbie Kavouklis for their generous donation of 35 copies of the book “Thirteen Reasons Why” by Jay Asher, which were donated to our GOYAns recently.  This award-winning book paints a realistic portrait of teenage culture with many points to ponder for our young people.

February Meeting Schedule

Tuesday
1
Young at Heart


11:00 a.m.
TBA
Saturday
5
GOYA Lock-in



6:00 p.m.
Kourmolis Center

Sunday
6
AGAPE Club-Superbowl Party
5:30 p.m.
Conner Home

Tuesday
8
Parish Council



6:15 p.m.
Multi-Purpose Room

Sunday
13
GOYA




5:00 p.m.
Kourmolis Center

Ministries

GOYA

GOYA Lock-In-Saturday, February 5—Our GOYAns will have a lock-in on Saturday, February 5, beginning at 6:00 p.m.  GOYAns from St. Pete and Sarasota have been invited to join us also.  We will meet at 6:00 p.m. for an evening of fun and fellowship.  Games, icebreakers, discussions, late-night worship in church, ending with Divine Liturgy on Sunday morning.  Please let Elaine Halkias (nybagel2@msn.com) know if you are planning to attend.

GOYA Meeting-The GOYA Meeting for February will be Sunday, February 13, from 5:00-7:30 p.m. in the Kourmolis Center.  Dinner, as always, will be provided.

St. Stephen’s Summer Camp—Forms for summer camp will be available online at the Metropolis of Atlanta website, www.atlanta.goarch.org, beginning on February 1.  Camp space is available on a first-come, first-serve basis.  The sessions of summer camp are: July 3-9, July 10-16, July 17-23 and July 24-30.  Fr. Stavros will be directing the first THREE sessions of camp this year.

Adult Religious Education-Bible Study

Bible Study Resumes January 24—Bible study will resume on Monday, January 24 and will be held from 6:30-8:00 p.m. in the Multi-Purpose Room at the Day School.  We will begin the spring by studying the General Epistle of St. John.   If you haven’t attended Bible study, newcomers are welcome to join us at any time.  Please bring a Bible with you.  Our Adult Education Program for the Spring will be as follows:

Monday, January 24
I John 1


Monday, April 4
No Bible Study

Monday, January 31
I John 2


Monday, April 11
Lenten Book Review








Monday, April 18
Holy Monday Service

Monday, February 7
I John 3


Monday, April 25
No Bible Study

Monday, February 14
No Bible Study

Monday, February 21
I John 4-5


Monday, May 2

Titus 1

Monday, February 28
II John



Monday, May 9

Titus 2








Monday, May 16
Titus 3

Monday, March 7
III John


Monday, May 23
Philemon

Monday, March 14
Orthodoxy 101-Session One

Monday, March 21
Orthodoxy 101-Session Two

Saturday, March 26
Adult Lenten Retreat 9:00 a.m.-3:00 p.m.

Monday, March 28
Orthodoxy 101-Session Three

**Orthodoxy 101 is our 3 week catechism class for those interested in learning more about the faith or joining the Orthodox Church.  Orthodoxy 101 meets in the Church.

Young at Heart

Young At Heart-The Young At Heart meeting for February will be Tuesday, February 1 at 11:00 a.m.  More details to follow.  For more information on our group, contact Ron Myer at 909-2327.

Day School News
For this month’s Day School News, I am reprinting a letter I sent to the Day School Parents in the “InTouch” weekly bulletin that the school puts out, following a retreat I did on January 14 with our Middle School Students.

If you are interested in looking into our Day School for your children, please contact the school at 258-5646 for a tour.  I encourage you to do so.  Cindy Strickland, our Principal, has done a fabulous job in changing our school culture, making it more professional, accessible, and accountable.  Our Day School is on its way to becoming an asset to our community rather than just “an operation going on in the background.”

The Priest’s Pen

Dear Parents,

I’m writing to you a few hours after a wonderful “mini-retreat” with our middle school students held on Friday, January 14. I’m writing this on a Friday evening, because I wanted to write while the thoughts and feelings are still fresh in my mind and heart.  I had the opportunity to spend much of the day with our 23 middle school students.  The theme of our gathering was “transitions and choices” and we examined transitions and choices that our middle school students will be making in the next year.  Obviously, our 8th graders will be making a transition from middle school to high school, our 7th graders will transition and become the leaders of our school, and our 6th graders will no longer be the new kids on the middle school block.  I asked the students to share where they see themselves in 5 years, in 10 years and in 20 years.  And I hope you’ll find it refreshing that each of them does think about more than just today.  Many have concrete goals for their immediate and long-term futures.  We discussed what leads students to make the decisions they make.  How does one choose to cheat or not to cheat, to respect others or demean them, to try hard or to slack off?  When I surveyed them about what the biggest influences are in their lives, most said parents.  That’s good to hear, because in a few years, the answer will probably be friends.

As I mentioned in my last writing, I am working on a project on teenage behavior.  I surveyed over 750 teenagers this year and interviewed many more.  Most high school students rate friends over parents in terms of how they arrive at their decisions.  Most high school students cheat on their work, at least some, if not most, of the time.  Most high school students use profanity on a daily basis.  Most high school also experience moral failings, such as alcohol, drug use, and sexual behavior.  My research is showing that the most critical year of high school, the year when moral failures begin is freshmen year.  Because freshmen year sets the tone for high school, which affects college, which affects the rest of your life.  And so, our eighth graders are only months away from that most important year, our 7th graders only a year and a half away from it.  

In my research, I also interviewed public school teachers, who talked to me about rampant cheating, parents who don’t come to conferences or get involved in their children’s school lives, students who say “hey Miss,” instead of being respectful with their teachers, and other things that are detrimental to their safety and their education.  

I am so proud of our students and our teachers for creating an environment that is safe—no police officer on campus full time as there are at other middle schools, because none is needed.  I’m so happy that our school encourages students to learn but to learn to honesty and integrity.  I’m so thrilled to walk the halls every day and hear students who are respectful to teachers and to each other. I’m so grateful that we have parents who come to conferences and cheer at Christmas programs.  And this is a credit to you, their parents, as well as our dedicated teachers, and to Cindy Strickland, our Principal, who sets a tone of high expectations and academic excellence, without compromising safety and integrity.  

Some will say that a small, private school shelters students.  I would counter that it allows them more time to build a solid base under themselves, because there is time dedicated to each student, each one gets individual attention in building a solid base under them.  So that when they leave us and go to the larger and tricky world of high school, their foundations of morals and integrity will be harder to chip away at.  I commend each of you for your choice in sending your children to such an environment because they will benefit immensely from it in both the short term and the long term.  And for those who consider whether a larger school is a good idea for middle school, I would encourage you to think again.  Your students will encounter the throes of teenage life, the peer pressure cooker, and the moral temptations soon enough.  Why not give them a few more years in an environment that is safe, that offers great individual attention, and will build them as solid a base as possible, so that they can run the teenage gauntlet successfully.  To the parents of our middle school students, I am so impressed with all your students.  I enjoyed a wonderful day with them today.  They are well on their way to learning the value of making good choices, so that their transitions will be successful ones.  We at St. John’s, count it a blessing to be part of this journey, from childhood to adolescence.  Thanks again for choosing our school to assist you in helping them to make that journey successfully.  Our 23 middle school students sent me home for the weekend with great hope for each of their futures.  What a wonderful day!

With love in the Lord,

+Fr. Stavros Akrotirianakis
SCHOOL PRINCIPAL’S CORNER

After returning from Christmas Break, our students have been busy and involved with many exciting activities. Our fifth through eighth graders competed in the Science Fair. The winners of the St. John fair will compete in the county fair next month. We held the National Geography Bee competition, and David Castellvi, an eighth grade student, will take the test to compete in the state Geography Bee. On January 22, the school had a float in the Gasparilla Children’s parade. Many of our students dressed as pirates, and their parents represented the school on the float. Even though the weather was a bit cold, spirits were high and beads were flying! We showed the Tampa Bay community that St. John Greek Orthodox is a stellar school! 

St. John Greek Orthodox Day School is in the process of registering students for next year. During the month of January, we are offering an Early Bird Registration Special. I would encourage the members of the church to consider calling our Admissions Director, Karen Ciao, at 258-5646 to schedule a tour of the school to see our students and teachers in action!  We accept students from three year olds to eighth grade. Our three year program offers a full day or part time options. 

I enjoyed spending my morning visiting the Greek Orthodox Church for Vafilopita Sunday. What a lovely service it was, and the special collection for St. Basil’s was extraordinary. I was honored to be a part of the service, and was happy to donate to such an important cause. Everyone at the church was welcoming, and I want to thank you for including me in this meaningful event. 
SUNDAY SCHOOL NEWS

The Sunday School Staff would like to wish everyone a very blessed New Year.  We hope you had a very merry Christmas and cherished your time with your family and friends.  

On January 9th, the Sunday School had their own VASILOPITA Ceremony.  The students learned about St. Basil and how the tradition of the Vasilopita got started.  We would like to congratulate DOMINIC GARCIA for finding the coin.  May he have a blessed year.  We would also like to thank MELISSA KRINOS for preparing the delicious Vasilopita for the Sunday School.

The Sunday School Children performed their annual Christmas Pageant on December 19th.  All the students did an outstanding job and it was wonderful to hear their little voices sing the Christmas Carols.  This beautiful pageant would not of been possible without the planning of our music and programs coordinator, Maria Xenick.  This was the third pageant that she directed and they just get better and better.  We also need to acknowledge the wonderful student musicians who performed for us when we entered the hall under the direction of Mr. Demas.  We have many talented children at St. John’s Church.  

We also had our Sunday School Christmas Party and rehearsal on Saturday, Dec. 18th from 11:00 to 3:00.  The children had a blast making many crafts, playing games, eating, and rehearsing for the pageant.  Again, we need to thank Maria Xenick and all the volunteers who made this party possible.

This year the Sunday School students made an Advent Wreath to help prepare for the coming of the Messiah.  Every Sunday during the period of Advent, the children and their families gathered to light their advent wreath.  The circle (wreath) is a Christian symbol for God, Who is eternal.  The evergreen color of the wreath symbolizes eternal life, or the life of God, of which Jesus came to make us partakers.  The candles represent Christ who brought the world out of darkness and into the light.   Each color candle also reminds us of something. (green - faith, blue - hope, gold - love, white - peace, purple - repentance, red - Emmanuel, and the center candle represents Christ.)  In addition to lighting these candles the families also read scripture, prayed and sang Christmas Carols.  We are hoping and praying that this Advent Wreath becomes and annual tradition in our Sunday School families.  

December 12th was Stewardship Sunday and the children participated by learning how they can make a difference and help our church.  We discussed how they can share their time, talents, and treasures and the importance of Stewardship.  Afterwards the students entered the church carrying a banner and they submitted their pledge forms.

JANUARY 16TH LESSONS:

MUSIC:  Church hymns including "Praise the Lord".  The students also learned a sign language song about the Bible.

PRE-SCHOOL:  Jesus cured the lepers, but only one gave him thanks.  The class discussed how we thank God for the different blessing in our life.

KINDERGARTEN:  The students got to touch and learn about the Holy Vessels of our Church. (chalice, gospel, disko/star, censor, etc.) They learned what they do and what they mean.  The students held and related them to their five senses.

FIRST AND SECOND GRADE:  The class discussed the Gospel Lesson about Leprosy.  The students shared times in their lives when they are thankful to God.

THIRD GRADE:  Charlie Hambos visited the class.  He told the students what he does each day in seminary school.  He also talked about celebrating our Saints.  The class also spoke about the Bible.

FOURTH GRADE:  The significance of the Bible and learning how to use it.

FIFTH GRADE:  Reviewed Jesus' baptism and St. Basil.  Lesson:  God calls us to be holy and the bible story - Gideon: A judge of Israel.  (1 Peter 1:14-15)  Discussed the Old and New Testament and practiced how to use the Bible.  

SIXTH GRADE:  Discussed the Gospel lesson and the Bible.

MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL:  Gospel Lesson - Leprosy - thanking God and the nine who forgot.  Not forgetting God for all his blessings.  The students are preparing for the St. John Chrysostom Oratorical Festival.

JANUARY 9TH LESSONS:

PRE-SCHOOL:  The students learned how Jesus is the Light of the World. 

KINDERGARTEN:  The students reviewed St. Basil and the vasilopita.  Discussed our Christian New Year Resolutions.  What does this mean in words and in deeds.  The children are learning the Lord's Prayer in Greek.

FIRST AND SECOND GRADE:  Practiced the Lord's Prayer.  Discussed the Epiphany, why we celebrate it, what it is, and why did the teens dive in Tarpon Springs.  The students made beaded crosses to remember the Holy Theophany/Holy Epiphany.

THIRD GRADE:  Discussed the Epiphany.  The students played a game with Icon cards and discussed each one.  They also drew a picture of their Sunday School class.

FOURTH GRADE:  Discussed the importance of the Bible.

FIFTH GRADE:  Reviewed Jesus' baptism and St. Basil.  Lesson:  We believe God is Holy.  The Bible story:  Joshua Leads the Israelites to the promised land.  Read Exodus 25:8-30:1. 

SIXTH GRADE, MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL:  The students made cards for a classmate.  They are also preparing for the St. John Chrysostom Oratorical Festival.

SUNDAY SCHOOL YEAR LONG THEME:

MAKING FAITH PERSONAL:  
October:  What is faith?  The meaning of the statement--Making Faith Personal
November:  How do we pray?
December:  Worship/Holy Communion
January:  The Bible
February:  Confession
March:  The Lenten Journey
April:  Getting more out of Holy Week
May:  Stewardship -- Your personal investment in the life of the church.  

The Importance of Greek Orthodox Faith in my Life
by Debbie Nicklow

I never realized how much my life revolves around my Greek Orthodox faith until Father Stavros asked that question of me.  From birth my life has centered on being a Greek Orthodox Christian.  Church and our faith was always a priority in my family.  As a young child, my parents always found a way to have my sister and I not only go to church on Sundays, attend Sunday school, but to also teach us about the different feast days and rituals our church celebrates.  They taught me to respect and hold close to my heart the customs and traditions of our beautiful Greek Orthodox faith.  They taught me to put God first and through prayer everything would fall into place.

As I got older, much of my social life also revolved around church.  Although I have many friends of different denominations, my closest friends were made through ministries of the church such as Goya and Yal.  Today, some of those friends have become family.  They have become my Koumbari (sacramental sponsors) and the Godparents to my children.  That is a bond that we will share forever.

As I became an adult, sadly to say, going to church on Sunday sometimes took a back seat.  I became distracted with life…work, going out, and travel started to take priority.  Going to church was reserved for Holy Week, Panagias, Christmas and an occasional feast day service during the week.  Even though attending church was not priority at that time in my life, I never lost my strong belief in our faith, in prayer and in God.  This is what carried me through the next phase of my life.

When asked,  “Why are you not married yet?”   I would answer  “the right ‘Greek Orthodox’ guy has not come along yet”.  I wanted to meet someone that had the same beliefs and values as I did.  My prayers were answered when I met Tom.  Not knowing at the time, he and I would have to face one the most difficult times in our lives.  I had a difficult pregnancy and found myself hospitalized at 17 weeks.  That is when I met Father Stavros.  For the next 2 1/2 months, Father Stavros came often to visit me.  I wanted and needed to receive Holy Communion and Holy Unction.  I found comfort and strength in my faith.  Tom and I prayed a lot.  I had our beautiful baby girl prematurely.  She was baptized in the first hours of her early life.  Our Angel Eleni Maria is not with us today.  I believe she is where she belongs…with God.  During the three months of her beautiful life I prayed all the time.  I prayed to Jesus to help her and heal her.  I prayed to the Virgin Mary to intercede and protect her. I prayed for God to save my child.   Losing her tested my faith.  But instead of making me stray from God and my faith it made me a stronger and better Christian.  I realized, although it was the greatest hurt I will ever feel, God did what I had asked.  He protected my little girl and took her with him.  When I enter church and look around at all the beautiful angels I feel she is there with me.  I take comfort in knowing that we will be together again one day.

Since then, Tom and I have been blessed with two beautiful little girls, Emily and Maria. As my parents gave me my foundation to our faith, it is now my turn to do the same for my children.  We try to go to church and Sunday school every Sunday.  I am teaching them about Jesus, about prayer and about the beautiful gift of being Greek Orthodox. I am overwhelmed with joy when Maria venerates the icons in the narthex with the biggest kisses that everyone around us could hear.  On Sundays I know we have started our week off right with prayer and receiving Holy Communion.  I smile when I hear Emily singing,  “Jesus loves me” at home.  I am proud to hear them pray.  They do not realize this now but this is where the foundation starts and will remain with my children the rest of their lives.

As we brought in 2011, I thought about what I wanted to do New Year’s Day and the answer was simple.  I wanted to go to church. For me it was the perfect place for my family to start the New Year…God’s House.  This is the place I feel safe, ask God forgiveness for my sins, a place where I seek comfort and peace, a place where I get strength to face life’s challenges.  St. John’s Greek Orthodox Church is a place where I could thank God for a good 2010 and through prayer to ask God to make 2011 a blessed, happy and healthy year for our families.  
Debbie Nicklow and her husband Tom attend our church, with their daughters Emily (4) and Maria (2).

Christian Charity

By Dr. Bill Manikas

One of the topics I teach in my political science class is Marxism or Communism. Karl Marx writes in his book, The Communist Manifesto that man throughout most of history was exploited. But in the beginning, in pre-historic times, man practiced primitive communism. There was no such thing as private property. People lived in packs of 50 – 75, and were food gatherers. They were nomadic. They followed the food supply. Everything was held in common, and they shared their results of the hunt.
Karl Marx and other Utopian Socialists saw private property as the source of evil. It produced greed and conflict. The early Christians saw private property as evil. They believed it was the result of sin (The Early Christians by Eberhard Arnold, pg. 14). In his book Arnold writes that the early Christians performed social work. Surrendering everything in love was the hallmark of the Christians. It is written in Acts 4:32-35:

Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul; neither did anyone say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things in common….Nor was there anyone among them who lacked; for all who were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the proceeds of the things that were sold, and laid them at the apostles’ feet; and they distributed to each as anyone had need.
Arnold further writes that wealth was regarded as dangerous to the owners’ well-being and had to be made serviceable to the public or given away….material goods were seen as common property (pg. 13). And Joses, who also was named Barnabas by the apostles,...having land, sold it, and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet (Acts 4:36). As practiced in the early Church, love was the supreme sacrament of faith.

The practice of surrendering everthing in love was the hallmark of the Christians. The early Church saw the affairs of the poor were the affairs of the Church. The Church supported the sick, the destitute, children and the widows. Each Christian community helped their brothers and sisters. The storeroom was at the disposal of guests and wanderers. The deacon was responsible to find and help the poor and impress on the rich the need to do their utmost. No sick or needy person was neglected. It was the Church’s obligation to extend hospitality and reach out beyond its own community.

Having all things in common was practiced as a necessity because many of the new converts were far from home. While communal living is not a mandate for all Christians, it is practiced in various monasteries (Commentaries from the Orthodox Study Bible, pgs. 1475-1476). The mandate for the Church is to be willing to do what is necessary for the good of the community. The establishment of the pantry for the needy in the Kourmolis Center is a right step in fulfilling the Church’s mandate.
	[image: image3.jpg]DELIVERY & CATERING

3841 W Kennedy Blvd (suite #2)
Tampa, FL 33609, USA

Tel: 813.348.0505
Fax: 813.348. 9585




	[image: image4.jpg]





Orthros Hymnology and their Deep Practical Theological Value for Everyday

By Charlie Hambos

While at seminary, many students travel to other churches every Sunday and some of us go to the many parishes close to campus for their Great Vespers service for the parish’s feast day. Beyond that, at the seminary we commemorate all of the saints during our daily Vespers and Orthros services. Many of my friends who have been chanters for a long time have told me that if I want to learn about Orthodox Theology, that often the most fruitful classroom at Holy Cross is at the chanter’s stand. This is one of the reasons that the administration encourages us to make every single service in addition to the attendance requirement to obtain full seminarian status and seminarian scholarship assistance. We hear what the saints have done and their stories of great faith which we need to emulate. We need to emulate their faith not their person. However, as I mentioned in my last Messenger article, we cannot put this in the way with our relationship with Jesus Christ. Many of the hymns, not only mention the saints but also some deep theological thought on our resurrected Christ. Our hymnology, not just in its beauty but in its theology is one of the many beautiful things that our church has to offer to keep our faith strong. It was probably only less than a year before I attended Holy Cross that I began going to Orthros service and now if I am late and do not make it to Orthros I feel like I have missed out that day. I encourage everyone that yearns to learn more about their faith to attend the Orthros service (which precedes every Liturgy at St. John) as much as time allows. 

On a weekly basis at St. Johns, our community has the opportunity to hear and listen to these hymns mainly at the Orthros service on Sunday for hymns on the saints of the day but also on the resurrection and on weekdays, hymns mainly for the saint of the feast. Within the liturgy there are only less than a handful of these hymns which can be heard after the Small Entrance. These are the Resurrection Apolytikion of the day, the Apolytikion of the saint of the day and the Kontakion of the season. These are also usually published in the Sunday bulletin both in Greek and in English.

Here is a Resurrectional Apolytikion in the Second Tone:

When you descended unto death, O Lord who Yourself are immortal Life, then did You mortify Hades by the lightning flash of Your Divinity. Also when You raised the dead from the netherworld, all the Powers of the heavens were crying out: O Giver of Life, Christ our God, Glory be to You.

Here is A Seasonal Kontakion in the First Tone:

Your birth sanctified a Virgin’s womb and properly blessed the hands of Symeon. Having now come and saved us O Christ our God, give peace to Your commonwealth in troubled times and strengthen those in authority, whom You love, as only the loving One.

Just reading these hymns can amaze our curious minds about how important our faith is and again reiterate what God has done for us in sending down His son, the incarnate God to save us by being crucified on the Cross and most importantly rising from the dead on the third day. For a daily dose of these beautiful and meaningful hymns and also the daily Epistle and Gospel readings, please log onto the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese website at www.goarch.org and sign up for the Daily Readings email. Also check out the online chapel at www.goarch.org/chapel. There are also many other amazing resources on the website. 

The time I spent home for my Christmas break was really amazing. The love and support of my community in Tampa is something I can’t say that I know that the rest of my classmates have. I know for a fact that they don’t have someone like Father Stavros guiding them along. I have had letters from Sunday School students and several packages from faithful parish family members at St. Johns. Beyond those things, knowing that there is an entire community back in Tampa that is supporting me, praying for me and excited to hear about my progress keeps me more than going at Holy Cross, it gets me to chapel when it’s cold and snowing with a smile on my face and, of course, helps me stay focused on my studies. So thank you so much. I could not do it without the support of my church family. 

If anybody would like to reach me, my e-mail is Charlie.hambos@gmail.com and my address is Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology, 50 Goddard Avenue, Box 101, Brookline, MA 02445. 

A Letter of Appreciation

By Christina Woulas
It is all too easy to focus on the negative aspects of our lives as we brush aside the many blessings that have been granted us. For me, this past year and actually my life up to this point has been a lesson in remembering that we are not alone and that God unveils his love for us continuously….we simply have to be vigilant enough to take notice and keep it close to our hearts. As I have dealt with my husband leaving me and our two small kids, a serious health diagnosis, several rounds of chemotherapy, deteriorating health conditions, financial insecurity and the frustrations, anger, and resentment that accompany any serious drama I found it easy to slip into depression and to harbor feelings of loneliness and inadequacy (especially as a mother). Once again, however, God opened my eyes by working through the extraordinary members of St. John’s, led by one of the most tremendous priests I have ever had the privilege and honor of meeting.

This past holiday season I was simply overwhelmed by the vast amount of blessings that you, as a community, bestowed on my family. Based upon experiences from my past as well certain aspects of my personality, I have a difficult time receiving. I know this is one of my many lessons to learn and God is helping me with this through you. This past Thanksgiving and Christmas you gave so much to my family that I am unable to find the words to fully express my gratitude. You gave my children the most beautiful toys and clothes for Christmas. They were so incredibly happy that they just couldn’t stop smiling! Katya tried on every new article of clothing she received and James tried on a couple pairs of his sister’s shoes for good measure! They play with their toys so much every day and I know they will continue enjoying them for quite a while. 

Seeing the joy in their eyes brought tears to mine and I will never forget the overwhelming feelings of gratitude I felt during those moments. It is such an amazing feeling when you realize that God is watching over you and whatever may come in your future you can believe that everything will be alright. With so many things occurring in our lives every day it is far too easy to forget why we are here and what we are trying to accomplish as Christians. I think the best blessing we can give to each other is a reminder that we are indeed Christians and strengthening our faith and accepting God’s love are probably two of the most important aspects of our lives. If we are able to accomplish these tasks the other facets of our lives will follow suit and the true meaning of Christianity will begin to shine through. I thank you with all my heart for all that you have done, for reaching out to me, for being like a family to me, and for helping me learn and grow. May God bless you always.

Stewardship Update


Amount Pledged


$179,995

Number of Pledged Families

180

Average Pledge


$1,124
Thank you to all those who pledged in 2011!

If you have not made a pledge for 2011, please do so today!

If you need a pledge form, please contact the church office and we’ll be happy to send one.
The Divine Liturgy: Part VII The Scripture Readings
By Fr. Christos Mars
Following the end of the Trisagion (Thrice Holy) Hymn, the Divine Liturgy continues with the Scripture Readings. [image: image11.png]


This section of the Divine Liturgy has changed since the time of its use in the Great Cathedral of Agia Sophia in Constantinople.  The modern rite of the Scripture Readings is very similar, yet different from what it was in antiquity.  In the ancient rite at the conclusion of the Trisagion (Thrice Holy) Hymn, there would be a reading from the Old Testament.  The Reader would pronounce, “The reading is from (name of book)” and the Deacon would exclaim “Wisdom, let us be attentive.”  This reading, like all readings, are not chosen at random but tied into the theme of the day based on the Gospel and Epistle reading as well.  This is similar to the theme that is used during the Antiphons that is based on the feast of the day or the day of the week.  In other words, it was not just some random reading from the Old Testament, but rather it was in harmony with the other two readings and their theme.
In the ancient Church the reading of the Old Testament pericope was done from the pulpit so that everyone could see and hear the reader.  It is important to note at this point that the pulpit was in the middle of the church and not off to the side as it is today.  The pulpit was much taller and looked different than the pulpits of today.  The ancient pulpit had two stair cases, one in the front and one in the back, and was at least five feet off the ground.  Its placement in the church was again not random, but it was place in middle of the church directly under the middle of the dome, so that when someone spoke from there everyone would be able to see and hear them. The pulpit was gradually moved from its original location in the middle of the church to the side of the Solea as we have today.

At the conclusion of the reading from the Old Testament, the Chanters would sing the Prokeimenon with its appropriate verses from the psalms that were attached to it.  The word “Prokeimenon” comes from the words “keimenon” which means text and the word “pro” which means before; hence the reason why it comes before the reading of the text.  Usually there were four verses attached to the Prokeimenon, which was the refrain.  As was mentioned in the articles on the Antiphons the psalms verses were not chosen at random but corresponded to the feast day that was being celebrated.  Today the Prokeimenon and one verse is read or melodically chanted at the beginning of the Epistle Reading and it bears relevance to the text that is being read.

Immediately the Deacon would say “Let us be attentive.” and the Reader would say “The reading is from the Epistle of St. (name) to the (name).” and the Deacon would respond, “Wisdom, let us be attentive.”  Then the designated pericope from the epistle is read.  In the church of Agia Sophia, is would once again be done from the pulpit.  Today, it is done from one of two places, either from the chanter’s stand, or one person in front of the icon of Christ—here in the United States since we use both Greek and English, the other reader in front of the icon of the Theotokos.

[image: image12.png]


At the conclusion of the Epistle reading, the Priest blesses the reader(s) and says “Peace be with you the reader(s)” followed by the singing of the Alleluiarion by the Chanters.  This set of hymns was similar to the Prokeimenon in its structure, in that there were four psalm verses that would be said after each recitation of the triple Alleluia.  Again just as in the Prokeimenon and in the Antiphons, the psalm verses would correspond to the feast day that was being celebrated.  At this time the Deacon would cense the Altar Table, the Gospel book, the icons on the iconostasion and the people.  While the Deacon censes the Priest would recite the following prayer:  “Shine within our hearts, loving Master, the pure light of Your divine knowledge and open the eyes of our minds that we may comprehend the message of Your Gospel.  Instill in us also reverence for Your blessed commandments, so that having conquered all sinful desires, we may pursue a spiritual life, thinking and doing all those things that are pleasing to You. For You, Christ our God, are the light of our souls and bodies, and to You we give glory together with Your Father who is without beginning and Your all holy, good, and life giving Spirit, now and forever and to the ages of ages. Amen.”  Due to practical reasons, this prayer and censing are done during the reading of the Epistle, and the Priest or Deacon do not cense the people.  It is also important to note that the Alleluiarion has been reduced to a quick recitation of only three Alleluias.
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At the end of the Alleluias the Deacon would exclaim, “Wisdom arise let us hear the Holy Gospel.” And the Priest would say “Peace be with all of you.”  The people would respond, “And with your Spirit.”  The Deacon then exclaims, “The reading is from the Holy Gospel according to St. (name).” and the Priest commands the people “Let us be attentive.”, as they would respond, “Glory to You, O Lord, Glory to You.”  The Deacon, today, like in ancient times, reads the pericope of the Gospel from the pulpit.  If there is no Deacon present, then the Priest, after proclaiming all the above, reads the Gospel from the Royal (Beautiful) Gates.  If a Hierarch is present, and there is no Deacon, then the Priest reads the Gospel from the pulpit.

At the conclusion of the Gospel the people would proclaim again “Glory to You, O Lord, Glory to You.”  The sermon would be giving right after the reading of the Gospel, because as we had mention in earlier articles the first part of the Divine Liturgy is called the Liturgy of the Word, or the Liturgy of Catechumens.  The sermon really belongs at this point, because it was an opportunity to teach the Catechumens, who soon will be dismissed from the Divine Liturgy, more about the faith and the correct understanding of the Scriptures.  The sermons of antiquate were much longer than we are accustomed to today.  It is difficult to put a fixed amount of time around one sermon, but I can safely say that they lasted well over fifteen minutes!  In the Cathedral of Agia Sophia, the sermon would be preached, either by the Hierarch, if he was presiding, or the Priest. 

Currently, the spot for the sermon is still fixed right after the Gospel, but very few Priests preach it there. The reason being that the people are not present in the church this early in order to hear the Gospel followed by the sermon.  Therefore the sermon has been moved later in the service to give the faithful an opportunity to hear the message of the Gospel being explained to them.  The moving of the sermon creates a discontinuity in the flow of the Divine Liturgy from the Liturgy of the Word, or the Liturgy of the Catechumens to the Liturgy of the Eucharist or the Liturgy of the Faithful.  With its transposition, the continuity of the service changes and the climax of the service which should be Holy Communion many times is now the sermon.  There is only one sure way that this problem can be resolved, and that is with the faithful people of God, coming to the Divine Liturgy on time, before the reading of the Holy Gospel.  This way the flow and continuity of the service is not hampered, and the true climax can once again be the receiving of the very Body and Blood of our Lord, and Savior Jesus Christ.
We conclude, now, the part of the Scripture Readings, but in Part VIII of our small series of articles, we will look at the Prayers for the Catechumens and we will continue on our journey through the Divine Liturgy, shedding light on the most important Sacrament of our Orthodox Church.

Fr. Christos Mars is the Assistant Priest at the Cathedral of the Annunciation in Atlanta, GA.  In his theological studies, he specialized in the study of liturgics, the history and theology behind our services.  His series on the Divine Liturgy will be part of our monthly Messenger for the next several months as he walks us through the Divine Liturgy, both from the standpoint of what goes on, as well as its theological meaning and historical development.
PASTORAL GUIDELINES

For Weddings, Divorces, Baptisms, Funerals and Memorials

The Greek Orthodox Church is not a church of rules.  But without some guidelines to go by, there would be chaos.  The following guidelines are rooted in Orthodox Tradition and Canon Law. It has been several years since these guidelines have been printed in “The Messenger,” and it is a good idea from time to time for people to review them.  These guidelines have been copied from the 2011 Yearbook of the Archdiocese.  Please review them, and keep them in mind when planning for your important life events. If you have any questions, please contact Fr. Stavros. (Special requirements specific to sacraments at St. John appear in italics.)
Weddings

For the union of a man and woman to be recognized as sacramentally valid by the Orthodox Church, the following conditions must be met:  The Sacrament of Matrimony must be celebrated by an Orthodox Priest of a canonical Orthodox jurisdiction, according to the liturgical tradition of the Orthodox Church, in a canonical Orthodox Church, and with the authorization of the Metropolitan.

Before requesting permission from the Metropolitan to perform the marriage, a Priest must verify that: a)Neither of the parties in question are already married to other persons, either in this country or elsewhere (if a person comes to the United States after age 18, they need to provide a letter from their country of origin that they are indeed free to marry); b)the parties in question are not related to each other to a degree that would constitute an impediment; c)if either or both parties are widowed, they have presented the death certificate(s) of the deceased spouse(s); d)if either or both of the parties have been previously married in the Orthodox Church, they have obtained an ecclesiastical as well as civil divorce.  (The Ecclesiastical Divorce process is done after the civil divorce becomes final, and involves counseling with the parish priest, forms that are filled out, a review by the Metropolitan, a divorce hearing which in the Tampa Bay area is held in Clearwater, and this process usually takes several months to complete.  Fr. Stavros will not set a wedding date for anyone until an ecclesiastical divorce has been secured, so please plan accordingly, the ecclesiastical divorce process often takes several months.) e)the party or parties who are members of a parish other than the one in which the marriage is to be performed have provided a certificate declaring them to be members in good standing with that parish for the current year; and f)a civil marriage license has been obtained from civil authorities.  

No person may marry more than three times in the church, with permission for a third marriage granted only with extreme oikonomia.

In cases involving the marriage of Orthodox and non –Orthodox Christians, the latter must have been baptized in water, in the Name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  The Church cannot bless the marriage of an Orthodox Christian to a non-Christian.  The couple should be willing to baptize their children in the Orthodox Church and raise and nurture them in accordance with the Orthodox Faith.  There is a list with religious groups that Orthodox are prohibited from marrying, i.e. Mormons, Jehovah Witnesses, and others.  Fr. Stavros can provide you with this list.  This is IMPORTANT to consider when you begin to date someone.  Make sure your children are aware of this!  Because circumstances exist where a couple is dating where one of the two is not eligible to be married in the Orthodox Church, and this causes heartache in the relationship.

A baptized Orthodox Christian whose wedding has not been blessed by the Orthodox Church is no longer in good standing with the Church, and may not receive the Sacraments of the Church, including Holy Communion, or become a sponsor of an Orthodox Marriage, Baptism, or Chrismation.  A non-Orthodox Christian who marries an Orthodox Christian does not thereby become a member of the Orthodox Church, and may not receive the Sacraments, including Holy Communion, serve on the Parish Council or vote in parish assemblies or elections.  To participate in the Church’s life, one must be received into the Church by the Sacrament of Baptism, or in the case of persons baptized with water in the Holy Trinity, following a period of instruction, by Chrismation.

Canonical and theological reasons preclude the Orthodox Church from performing the Sacrament of Marriage for couples where one partner is Orthodox and the other partner is a non-Christian.  As such, Orthodox Christians choosing to enter such marriages fall out of good standing with their Church and are unable to actively participate in the sacramental life of the church.  While this stance may seem confusing and rigid, it is guided by the Orthodox Church’s love and concern for its member’s religious and spiritual well-being.

The Sponsor (koumbaros or koumbara) must provide a current certificate of membership proving him or her to be an Orthodox Christian in good standing with the church.  A person who does not belong to a parish, or who belongs to a parish under the jurisdiction of a bishop who is not in communion with the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese, or who, if married, has not had his or her marriage blessed by the Orthodox Church, or, if divorced, has not received an ecclesiastical divorce, cannot be a sponsor.  Non-Orthodox persons may be members of the wedding party, but may not exchange the rings or crowns.

Days when marriage is not permitted

Marriages are not performed on fast days or during fasting seasons or on the feasts of the church as indicated:  September 14 (Holy Cross Day), December 13-25 (Christmas), January 5 and 6 (Epiphany), Great Lent and Holy Week, Easter, Pentecost, August 1-15 (Dormition Fast) and August 29.  Any exceptions can only be made with the permission of the Metropolitan.

Prohibited Marriages

The following types of relationships constitute impediments to marriage:

Parents with their own children, grandchildren or great-grandchildren or Godchildren of the same Godparents; Brothers-in law and sisters-in law; Uncles and aunts with nieces and nephews; First cousins with each other; Foster parents with foster children or foster children with the children of foster parents.

Godparents with Godchildren or Godparents with the parents of their Godchildren.  (In the Chrismation of an adult, one has to be careful that the choice of sponsor does not create a potential marriage impediment. For any questions regarding, please see Fr. Stavros)

A date cannot be set for marriage unless one of the parties getting married, NOT THE PARENTS, contact Fr. Stavros, who sets all the dates for weddings.  Pre-Marital Counseling is also required for weddings at St. John.  For people who wish to be married at St. John who are not members anywhere, a substantial fee is imposed for use of the church, thereby encouraging all those who wish to have the sacraments of the church to be members in good standing.

Baptisms

A person who wishes to sponsor a candidate for Baptism or Chrismation must be an Orthodox Christian in good standing and a supporting member of an Orthodox parish.  A person may not serve as a Godparent if the Church has not blessed his or her marriage or, if civilly divorced, he or she has not been granted an ecclesiastical divorce, or for any other reason he or she is not in communion with the Orthodox Church. Baptisms may not be performed from Christmas Day through the Feast of Theophany (December 25-January 6), during Holy Week, or on any of the Great Feastdays of the Lord.

Funerals

Funeral services are permitted on any day of the year, except for Sunday and Holy Friday, unless permission is granted by the Metropolitan.  The Orthodox Church does not allow for cremation.  This is based on Ezekiel’s vision of a valley of dry bones (Ezekiel 37) and St. Paul’s writing that the Body is the Temple of the Holy Spirit (I Corinthians 6:19) and thus must be treated with dignity even in death and allowed to return to its elements naturally.  The Orthodox Church will not allow a funeral service for someone who has been cremated.  Many people have mentioned in their will their desire to be cremated.  Please discuss this with Fr. Stavros if there are any questions regarding this, and make the appropriate changes, because Fr. Stavros cannot grant oikonomia (dispensation) and do a funeral service if someone has been cremated.

Memorials

Memorial services may not be chanted from the Saturday or Lazarus through the Sunday of Thomas, or on any Feastday of the Lord or any Feastday of the Theotokos.

Organ Donation

The Orthodox Church allows the faithful to donate organs after death if they wish.
MTV's 'Skins' & the Problem With Liquid Pornography

By Dr. Manny Alvarez
Last year, Jersey Shore took the ‘reality TV’ world by storm, and frankly, I was disgusted. MTV took their old recipe for reality TV-gold and did it again — profanity, alcohol abuse and the sexual escapades of a bunch of 20-somethings running amuck at the beach with no sense of responsibility or consequence – and society ate it up. But, at least these people were adults. Now, we’ve sunk even lower.
MTV’s new drama series, “Skins,” premiered this week, and many are saying it borders on child pornography. In this series, we see actors younger than 18 years old in a scripted drama dealing with drugs, alcohol and sex – and it’s all made to look very hip and cool. Which makes me think, perhaps a more appropriate name for the show might be “Sins.”

Even worse, it’s getting great ratings on TV. All the kids are watching this crap. I get it. I know that the current fad in television is reality shows and ‘scripted reality’ shows where we see people’s daily lives and challenges. Personally, think it’s a lot of bull, but I get its commercial value for media companies.

But where do we draw the line? How can I be a parent today?  Someone once said to me that being a parent is the best thing in the world, as long as you’re a ‘good’ one. Bull. Our society does not allow us to be ‘good’ parents.
What constitutes being a good parent? Making sure that your children have a roof over their heads, that there’s food on the table, and that you constantly communicate to them right from wrong and lead by example, that you discipline them when necessary, but praise them equally when they make the right decision . . . sounds good, right? Well, unfortunately, these things are just not enough anymore.  

These days, our society echoes of Sodom and Gomorrah.  The reason that I make such a harsh comparison, that many people will call me crazy for doing -- is because I am a huge advocate for talking to your children about drugs and sex, and monitoring their habits for any warning signs. But these days, accessibility to all forms of media and the messages we are sending to our children under the guise of “entertainment” are making it extremely challenging to be a good parent.  And I think that shows like “Skins” just add to the problem of kids jumping on the bandwagon and trying to mimic their favorite television stars.

Don’t believe me? A 2010 study published in the American Academy of Pediatrics found more than 75 percent of primetime programs contain sexual content, but few of them bothered to mention the risks or repercussions of sexual activity. Exposure to this content during early adolescence as much as doubled the risk of early sexual intercourse.  And, according to another study, guess which other risk doubled as well? Teen pregnancy.
It comes down to this: Younger children who watch “adult” television shows and movies are more likely to have sex at an earlier age than those who don’t.  Many people say, “But wait, Dr. Manny, you can block all of this from getting to your kids. Make sure that they don’t watch TV, block the Internet sites.”  Yeah, right. Media content today is liquid. It seeps through the pores of multiple venues.  Sure, your kids don’t watch it at home. That means they’re watching it at a friend’s house, or they’re all watching it at another friend’s house. Or, they’re watching on a school computer when nobody’s looking. They could even watch it on an iPhone or other smartphone. Give me a break!

This liquid pornography will not stop spreading until some adults wake up and realize that between the debt we have created for our children, and the very children we are creating, America will have no future.

PLEASE BOYCOTT “SKINS” AND “JERSEY SHORE”
Let Us Lift Up our Hearts. . .(and Hands)
By Fr. Kevin Millsaps

Prior to becoming an Orthodox Christian, I attended many Protestant Church where some in the congregation would lift their arms aloft, perhaps with eyes closed, as an act of praise and devotion to God.  Even now, a viewing of any one of a number of Christian televangelists reveals many in their audience performing this very same gesture.  I was therefore very surprised to witness this in Orthodox Christianity, a faith that precedes Evangelical Protestantism by 1500 years!  In some Orthodox Churches, when the priest recites “Let us lift up our hearts,” the priest and many of the faithful will raise their hands aloft in a manner very similar to Protestants.  Is this correct?  Is this Orthodox?  Or, is it further proof of subtle Protestant influences creeping into our Church?

In fact, this seemingly modern gesture dates back to the very foundations of the Christian Liturgy and is a direct descendant of the ancient Jewish posture of payer.  Lamentations 3:41 states “Let us lift up our hearts and hands to God in Heaven.”  Thus, we can easily visualize the prophets and other holy men and women of the Old Testament period assuming this posture of prayer as they humbly called upon the Lord.

As early Jewish people cam to follow Jesus Christ and as they separated themselves form their kinsmen, they brought this practice with them into their new faith. In early depictions of Christians praying, from the Roman catacombs and elsewhere, we see individuals with their arms held aloft and palms turned upwards.  However this practice had even greater significance now.  In the context of early Christian worship, this action symbolized physically the communicant lifting his or her heart, mind and body to “Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem” (Hebrews 12:22) and to sublime realization that Jesus Christ was again present in the midst of believers in the form of the Eucharistic gifts.  

So lift your hearts and your hands to the Lord—this is, in fact, very Orthodox.

Fr. Kevin Millsaps is a convert to Orthodoxy and currently serves as the assistant priest at St. Nektarios in Charlotte, NC.

Tell Me, Father

What happens to people’s souls who have lived partially righteous lives?

The eternal state of one’s soul seems to pre-occupy after a person passes on.  Sadly, we don’t put enough emphasis on this in our earthly lives.  As we near the end of our lives, we want some assurance that we will go to heaven.  And when our loved ones pass away, we want that assurance as well.  The easy answer to all questions having to do with the state of one’s eternal soul after death is that “I am not God, I don’t get to make that call.”  From our understanding of Scripture as well as our Orthodox Tradition, we know that God will come again to judge the living and the dead (Matthew 25: 31-46, as well as the Nicene Creed).  God will judge each soul separately.  If no one in your family believes in God, as an example, that will not be held against you.  You and I will be judged individually on the totality of our lives—what we believe, how we’ve behaved, how we’ve used our talents, are we repentant for past sins.  We know from the Crucifixion that the Lord accepted a repentant thief even at his final hour and the Homily of St. John Chrysostom which is read each year on Pascha tells us that the Lord will accept those who came at the 11th hour the same as those who toiled from the 1st.  We have our whole lives to “make it right” and establish an appropriate relationship with God.  Once our earthly life is over, however, there will be no further opportunity to repent.  And since we do not know when that time is coming, it is in our best interest not to delay in pursuing a relationship with God.  People who sincerely turn their lives around and orient them towards Christ, I believe, will be accepted by Him into His heavenly kingdom even if this conversion happens later in life, after living a life that was not righteous.  We need look no further than the example of St. Paul, one of the greatest persecutors of early Christians who is not recognized as the greatest of our church’s Apostles and Saints.
And from the “Man on the Street Orthodox Quiz”—Questions asked in the September 2010 Messenger will be addressed each month until they’ve all been covered.

What is the name of our Ecumenical Patriarch?

His All-Holiness, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew.  Patriarch Bartholomew has his see (place where he lives) in Constantinople (currently Istanbul), Turkey.  He is recognized as the “first among equals” and is the leading figure of the worldwide Orthodox Christian Church. He has been Ecumenical Patriarch since 1992.

What is the name of our Archbishop?

His Eminence Archbishop Demetrios of America, has served as the Archbishop of America since 1999.  He is the leading Orthodox Church leader in the United States and presides over the 500 Greek Orthodox Churches in our country.  The Archbishop presides over the Holy Synod of Metropolitans and together they make decisions that affect the life of the Greek Orthodox Church in the United States.

What is the name of our Metropolitan?

His Eminence Metropolitan Alexios has served as the Metropolitan of Atlanta for about 15 years.  He presides over the 73 parishes in the Metropolis of Atlanta and leads the spiritual life for our Metropolis.  He recently visited us for our church’s Feastday in January. 

Name Three Hierarchs

All of the Saints are classified into groups identifying what they did in their lives and how they witnessed for Christ.  There are saints we call Apostles, others we call Martyrs (those who were killed for their faith), others called ascetic fathers, and several other classifications.  One classification is “Hierarchs,” and this describes saints who were bishops of the Church.  There are many of them.  The Three Hierarchs, when this term is used (feastday January 30) refer to the three greatest of the Hierarchs—St. Basil the Great, St. Gregory the Theologian and St. John Chrysostom.  All three lived in the fourth century, which is referred to as the “golden age of Orthodoxy,” when the Creed, the canon of Scripture and the first two Ecumenical Councils were held.  Of all the centuries in the 2,000 year history of the church, this one was the most critical.  Other saints who are classified as Hierarchs include St. Photios (February 6), Sts. Athanasios and Cyril (January 18), St. John the Merciful (November 12), St. Nicholas (December 6), St. Spyridon (December 12) and St. Nectarios (November 9).

What is the first book of the Bible?

Genesis.  This book includes the stories of Creation, the Fall of Mankind, the Flood of Noah, the establishment of a covenant with Abraham, the stories of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the Patriarchs of the Jewish people, the story of Joseph being sold into slavery into Egypt and the story of how Joseph saved the people from famine.  The book of Genesis is read during Lent at the Pre-Sanctified Liturgies.

What is the last book of the Bible?

Revelation.  This book was written by St. John the Evangelist, and this is his vision of the Apocalypse, the end times.  This book was included in the canon of Scripture with the provision that it not be read aloud in church, so it is never heard in church.  The visions of the book are very profound and beautiful, but unfortunately, lead many to obsess over whether or not we are in the end times and distract people from trying to live out their faith on a daily basis.  Hence the book is not read in corporate worship.  It may be read privately.
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The Walk of Faith Project
St. John is announcing a new fundraising venture, the Walk of Faith Project.  The Church will be constructing a walkway of brick pavers on the sidewalk between the front parking lot and the Kourmolis Center.  Phase I of the project will seek to take a walkway on this stretch of sidewalk.  Later phases will continue down the sidewalk towards the nursery.  The Walk of Faith Project is not only an opportunity to raise needed funds for the Church, both it ministries and its maintenance, but is a wonderful way to honor those who have “walked in faith” in the life of our community, and in your personal life.  We will be selling bricks that can be purchased in honor of your family, your loved ones, or dedicated to someone of your choosing, or can be purchased in memory of someone.  The pricing is as follows:

8 inch by 8 inch brick

$200

This size brick can accommodate 6 lines of text with 20 characters per line.

8 inch by 4 inch brick

$100

This size brick can accommodate 3 lines of text with 20 characters per line.

We will be taking orders for these bricks from February 1 through May 31.  The Walk of Faith will be installed over the summer, and dedicated in a special service in September.

Please see any member of the Parish Council for more information.  Use the form below to order your bricks today. Please mail compete form with check made to St. John to the church office.  For additional forms, please contact church office.

Remember, the Walk of Faith will forever be part of our community, together with all those who have walked in faith in our community.

Name___________________________________________________________________

Address______________________________________________________________

Phone Number________________________________________________________

________8 inch by 4 inch brick ($100)

___________8 inch by 8 inch brick ($200)



(3 lines, 20 characters per line)

(6 lines, 20 characters per line)

The 20 Characters allowed on each line include spaces

___ ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___ ___  ___  

___ ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___ ___  ___  
___ ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___ ___  ___  

___ ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___ ___  ___  

___ ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___ ___  ___  

___ ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ ___  ___ ___  ___  
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THE MESSENGER IS NOW AVAILABLE ONLINE!

StJohnGreekOrthodoxTampa.com

Save the church money and help save the environment!

Please send an e-mail to the church office at:

stjohntampa@stjohngreekorthodox.com
to “Opt Out” of receiving the Messenger by mail.

The Family Life Ministry of the Metropolis of Atlanta Presents
Marriage Enrichment Seminar

Saturday, February 11, 2011

St. Nicholas Cathedral, Tarpon Springs

10:00 a.m.-3:00 p.m.

$25 per couple

Retreat Leader:  Paula Marchman, Licensed Marriage Counselor

For information and to register, please contact Paula Marchman at

404-272-5775 or paulamarchman@yahoo.com
 Or 

Send your name, address, phone number, email 

and a check made payable to the “Metropolis of Atlanta” to

Greek Orthodox Metropolis of Atlanta

Attn:  Paula Marchman

2480 Clairmont Road NE
Atlanta, GA 30329

