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STAINED GLASS WINDOW FUNDRAISER

&

CAPITAL CAMPAIGN

There has been a great deal of confusion over the August announcement of the Stained Glass Window Fundraiser. Here are the highlights:

· The funds raised will restore the stained glass windows & replace the existing Plexiglas exterior coverings with permeable glass allowing a “breathable” protective covering.

· The cost of restoring all the windows and replacing the coverings is approximately $70,000.

· The cost of the project is divided equally among the windows. Some need more repair than others. The restoration costs were divided equitably according to size.

· The additional funds raised will go to other capital improvements & repairs, including new a/c for the kitchen; 4 new a/c’s for the main gym, a/c for the choir room and bookstore,  roof on the administration building, church electrical and sound system. All of these systems have either failed or are failing due to age. Estimated cost to replace is in excess of $100,000.

· THE ORIGINAL DONORS NAMES REMAIN ON THE WINDOWS.

· The restoration donor is recognized on a plaque at the bottom of the window.

· The large window at the entrance of the church will be the Community Window. Those who do not opt to sponsor a large window can still donate and participate in the Community Window. Donations received prior to this campaign have been allocated to that window.

These windows should be viewed as both icons and precious works of art. Out community is blessed to have such treasure surrounding us. God has provided these beautiful icons for us through the original donors and it is our responsibility as stewards of God’s gifts to take care of them. If you are interested in donating to the restoration of an individual window or the Community Window, contact Christine at the church office 876-8830.

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.

Fr. Stavros’ Message
The Importance of Religious Education

As I’m writing this message, on August 21, our son Nicholas started kindergarten this morning.  He woke up early (gosh, when I was in school it started at 8:30 a.m., and he has to be there before 8:00 a.m.), got his new school uniform on (he looks so old), had a quick breakfast, put on his backpack, took the obligatory picture and then was off to school.  I watched him go with mixed feelings—on one hand, I felt a little sad.  He’s no longer that little baby boy, who uses made-up words that only he understands.  He’s quickly becoming a big boy, off for his first day of school.  But on the other hand, I felt good.  He’s growing up, he’s taking his next steps, he’s going to learn a lot in school.  He already knows quite a bit, but this year, he’ll probably learn more than he has in his entire life combined.  That’s exciting!

Now, what if I had put the brakes on this morning and said, “No, Nicholas, no more school for you, no more learning for you.  You’ll have to get through life with what you know right now at age five.”  Well, according to the law, they could throw me in jail for that, because taking away his opportunity to learn is, well, criminal.  And not only is it criminal, it is irresponsible for me as a parent.  I want him to learn, so that he can be the best person he can possibly be.  And of course, in order for that to happen, I have to speak enthusiastically about school, I have to send him off with joy each day, I need to take an interest in what he is learning, and most important, I need to show him that I personally enjoy learning.  When he gets older and has to read at night on his own, I’m sure I’ll sit next to him and read my own book, just to show him that reading is good.  It is so good that even Daddy reads.  Can you imagine if I told Nicholas how good reading is but he never saw me read?  Sometimes I work at home (actually a lot of the time I do work at home on the computer).  And sometimes Nicholas asks me what I’m doing.  And I tell him I’m doing my “homework.”  Which isn’t a lie, it is the work I do while at home.  And I do this so that when he has “homework,” he won’t complain that he is the only person who has homework.  Perhaps we’ll do homework together side by side, him doing his and me doing mine.  

One other point about education, which is, education is a lifelong pursuit, it doesn’t end when you finish high school or college, at least for the smart person it doesn’t.  I enjoy learning, I like to learn something new each day, and certainly many new things each year.  And I hope I will keep learning and improving, both in worldly knowledge, spiritual knowledge and knowledge of myself, until the day I die.

Imagine if you had a 5 year-old’s understanding of Orthodoxy.  If for you, church was long, it was the place we had icons, it was Jesus’ house, and that at some point you get Communion and then get a piece of bread, if that’s all you knew.  What if you were never allowed to read the Bible, or to read a theology book—after all, five year olds don’t read.  What if you went through your entire life with this limited knowledge of Orthodoxy?  You wouldn’t stick with the church, for one thing.  Because as your knowledge of the things of the world increased, you would be drawn to them.  Just like we all stop playing with toys, because we grow up and our interests mature, if we never grow up in our faith, if our spiritual interest never matures, then the Orthodox Church will hold as much value as a Barbie doll holds to a 25 year old girl, or a GI Joe figure holds for a 25 year old boy—absolutely nothing!  So just like it is imperative for our five year old son to go to school to learn, it is imperative that our children go to Sunday school to learn.  And it is imperative that we learn about the faith along with them.  It is imperative that we read the Bible with them, that we pray with them, that they see us reading the Bible without them, that we speak in a positive manner about the church with them, that we go and receive Communion with them.  It is important that we model the faith for them, and that we model moral living and charity for them.  It is important that we model strong marriages, that we treat others with kindness, that we step in to help others because it is the right thing to do, not just become someone has asked.  And this all starts with religious education—for your children, and for yourself.
During the month of September, we will begin our fall program of religious education at St. John.  On September 9th, we will begin our Sunday school program.  On Monday, September 10, we will begin our fall Bible Study series.  And on Tuesday, September 18, we will have our Orthodoxy 101 installment for the fall.  Orthodoxy 101 is a three week, six-hour course of introduction to the Orthodox faith.  Several dozen people have taken it over the past few years that it has been offered.  And all have learned something.  Some were non-Orthodox people who decided to convert to Orthodoxy.  Most, however, were people who had been Orthodox their entire lives and just wanted to learn more, and learn more they did.  I had people who said they learned more in the Orthodoxy 101 class than they had learned in their entire lives up to that point.  It is said that knowledge is power—the more knowledge you have about something, the more powerful that something is in your life.  If the Orthodox faith is not a strong force in your life, if you can’t feel the power of God in your life, then maybe it is time to get some more knowledge of the faith, and the Orthodoxy 101 class is a great way to begin.  It is only a three week commitment—three Tuesday evenings from 6:30-8:30 p.m.

On Monday, September 10, Dr. Bill Manikas will begin the fall Bible Study series.  Bible Study will be held each Monday from 6:30-8:00 p.m. Whether your knowledge of the Bible is at a beginning level or an advanced one, Bible study is a great way to deepen your knowledge of the scriptures as well as meet other people in our community who are interested in doing the same thing.

On Sunday, September 9, we will also begin our Sunday school classes for our children.  As we have done in the past, Sunday school will begin after Holy Communion.  The idea here is that ideally, families will worship together for the entire Liturgy, beginning at 10:00 a.m.  Following Holy Communion, the children will go to their classes to have a lesson, and the adults will remain in the church for their lesson (the sermon).  I can’t emphasize enough how important it is to worship in church, as a family, and ON TIME.  Worship is not an obligation, but rather an experience, an opportunity and a blessing.  Worship is supposed to be a way of life for us.  So, when we come to worship, we should come on time, not slink in at the end, or bring your children five minutes before Holy Communion.   The Divine Liturgy is an intricate weaving of prayers and meaningful actions and in order to get the maximum benefit, you have to exert some effort—which begins with coming on time and also includes the actions associated with worship—singing along with the choir, making the sign of the cross at appropriate times, bowing your head when prayers are being offered, and calling to mind prayerfully the scenes of your life and our world as they are commemorated in the liturgy, i.e. for peace in the world, for our country, for those who are sick, for forgiveness of sins, etc.

When Nicholas began Kindergarten today, it was the beginning of his “formal education,” a 13 year journey that will culminate in graduation from high school.  However, he’s been learning since the day he was born, and he will continue to learn after high school, into college, and well beyond.  He already has a foundation from our home and from pre-school into learning and he already enjoys learning and exploring.  The same can be said for our Christian religious education.  It doesn’t only revolve around Sunday school—religious education should be taking place in the home before Sunday school starts and throughout the year.  And religious education does not end when one “graduates” from Sunday school.  We are supposed to be lifelong learners about our faith, so that the more we know, the more power our faith has to change our lives and the lives of those around us.  So, give some thought to your religious education this September.  Consider the Orthodoxy 101 class or Bible Study.  Bring your children to Sunday school.  Make worship a central activity on your weekly calendar.  And spend time alone reading the scriptures and praying.  

September 1 provides us yet another opportunity for a new beginning.  The Church year begins on September 1, and so let us all make a renewed and joyful beginning to the new Ecclesiastical Year by worshipping together, learning together, and growing together.  See you in Church!

With love in the Lord,

+Fr. Stavros

WHAT STOPS YOU FROM GIVING? By Fr. Stavros
The Hail Mary Pass
For those of us who are football fans, we know what a “Hail Mary” Pass is—it’s when, with time running out on a game, a quarterback makes a desperate heave of the ball far down the field, hoping, “praying” that someone catches it.  A “Hail Mary” pass is almost always thrown in desperation.  That’s why you don’t see the team who is about to win throw one, because the winning team is not in desperation.  Rather, they lead with confidence, working hard to run off the final seconds and wrap up the game.  

In my lifetime, I’ve seen lots of priests throw up Hail Mary passes in their sermons.  No, these sermons have nothing to do with the Virgin Mary.  Rather, I have witnessed many priests make desperate pleas for financial support for the church.  Why?  Because when it comes to finances, our churches always seem like they are in dire straits.  And because we are almost always in dire straits as a church, the Hail Mary pleas are frequent, so much so, that many priests earn the reputation and the consternation of always “asking for money.”  

When I was a child, I never liked those sermons (and we heard them a lot).  The priest was always ranting about how poor the parish was, and pleading, begging, cajoling, you pick the word, for money.  I always wondered, how is it that our church is so poor—we had beautiful icons, marble floors, lots of people, a good choir, how could the church be poor?  Now that I am a priest, and have served as a priest for many years, I’m understanding that it IS possible to have a beautiful church, with beautiful icons, with wonderful people, who fill the church every Sunday, and still be broke, or in financial straits.  It’s possible, because this describes our very own parish.  

How did we get like this?

Our Heritage—Well the first answer to this complex question of why Greek Orthodox Christians are not good givers goes to our historical heritage.  In Greece, where the church is a state-run Church, people pay to support the church through their taxes and the clergy are basically government employees.  So the idea that one must “pay” to go to church is not part of our history as Greek people.  When the Greek Orthodox Church arrived in America, a country where the state does not support (and now in many cases opposes) the Church, there had to be a change in mentality.  Unfortunately, some people still have this mentality.
Dues—The first system of income collection was to impose “dues” on people who wanted to be members.  So every family was charged a nominal amount to “Belong” to the church.  In some churches in this country, dues are still collected from members.  In some places, the dues are $200-400 per family, less if you are single.  What is the problem with dues?

1. The concept of dues is akin to membership in a club, or can be akin to taxation to belong.  Neither is correct.  The church is not a club, not does the church impose an assessment on every family who belongs.

2. Dues, in a FEW cases, are too high for those who have financial hardship and legitimately cannot afford them.  But in most cases, the dues are too LOW, in the sense that most people can afford much more than a few hundred dollars of annual giving to the church.  Because the church went through so many decades of nominal dues as membership, people got it in their mentality that giving should be nominal.  After decades of paying $400 annually in parish dues, it’s hard for some of us to conceive of making a stewardship pledge of several thousand dollars a year.  It’s a mindset we’ve not been able to break.  
Festivals—Realizing that the church could not stay open on dues alone, churches began holding Greek festivals to supplement the income of the church.  Yes, we all enjoy sharing our culture with our neighbors and friends, we love eating the food, watching the dancers, etc.  But let’s be honest, the festival is stressful.  Why?  Because our focus is not on our culture, it’s on making money.  The success of the whole weekend is not based on how much fun we all had, but the bottom line, how much money did we clear?  All the preparation for the festival focuses on this bottom line as well.  How do we arrange the space and price the food for the maximum profit margin?  While the festivals are good, what the festival as fundraiser has done has made us rely on other people, and the weather, to keep our church doors open.  If no one comes to the festival, or people don’t buy a lot of food, or if a rainstorm washes away the weekend, our church (and most churches) will be in serious financial straits.  
Fundraisers—Earlier this month, I mentioned in church the need for some sound system repair in the church and in the Kourmolis Center.  I was pleased that one individual came forward and gave a check for the sound system repair in the church, and another individual came forward and offered to look at the sound system in the hall to see how to best go about fixing it (he has some expertise in this area).  Others however, said, “let’s have a fundraiser, let’s have a bake sale.”  The problem with most fundraisers is that they don’t raise a lot of funds for the labor involved in putting them on.  If you are going to make $2,000 on a dinner dance, for which there are 100 man hours involved in putting on the event, you are better off having 100 people give $20 and saving the time and effort.  If you are having a dinner dance to have fun and fellowship, that’s great.  But to do a dinner dance as a fundraiser, unless you are charging $100 a person, with a cash bar, with an ad book, and 400 people come, that’s not really an effective fundraiser.  Most churches, ours included, have some nice social events like the Chrysanthemum Ball.  Our Chrysanthemum Ball will be October 6, and I intend to attend, and I encourage you to attend as well.  It’s a fun event, not very expensive, and everyone has a good time.  But it’s not really a “fundraiser”.  Sure, it raises a few thousand dollars, but if the goal is to raise $100,000 through Chrysanthemum Balls, we either need to have a “ball” every weekend, or else it’s going to take us 50 years to raise $100,000.  The festival is a good fundraiser, because it raises a large amount of funds in a small amount of time, though it does require a LOT of effort by a lot of people.
Naming rights—Naming rights is another way to raise funds for the church.  We’re doing that right now with the stained glass repair.  As I said in a sermon a few weeks back, the goal with this fundraiser is to raise funds to cover repair of the stained glass and have money left over to do the other repairs at the church.  This is a tactic used in most Orthodox Churches.  We have a lot of liturgical items, from the churches themselves, to icons, to Gospels, to flowers, etc.  And people like to donate items so that they can feel a sense of ownership over that thing they donated.  Over the 8 years I have served here, we’ve probably raised $100,000 towards improvements in the altar.  That’s because people like to give chalice sets and censers.  It’s something tangible that can be seen.  But when it comes to giving more so we can pay the light bill, we have fewer takers.  Again, I support the stained glass project, because our windows need repair, and fast, and we need to raise funds for other non-glamorous items like electrical systems and air conditioning repair.  So, there is a “mark-up” on the stained glass repair—it’s not going to cost $4,500 to repair each window.  But the excess funds will be used to other things that desperately need repair.  If you would like to participate in this fundraiser, as several people already have, please see one of the Parish Council members today.  If you are going to complain about this fundraiser, please keep your complaints to yourself.  There are a few individuals in this community who are trying to submarine this fundraiser by claiming that it is too expensive or that “their people” can do it for less.  If you don’t want to participate, that is fine.  Please stop your discouraging of those who do!!!
Stewardship—The most effective method of giving to the church is not dues, festivals, fundraisers or naming rights.  The most effective way to give, as well as the BIBLICAL way to give is through a tithe, which we call stewardship.  A tithe is ten percent of one’s goods given back to God in THANKSGIVING—this is found in the Bible itself.  But because we know that our people are not going to go from $200 dues to 10% of their income when it comes to giving, our church has coined the phrase, “Stewardship” to describe how we give to the church.  Stewardship is a setting aside of a percentage of one’s income and dedicating that to the work of the church.  It’s not a tax or an assessment.  It’s should not be what is left over at the end of the year either.  Rather, when the year begins and you know what your income is going to be, more or less, then you make a pledge to offer a portion of that income to the church for the work of the church.  So, if someone makes $100,000, they should figure out a percentage that should be offered to the church for the work of the church.  A tithe would be $10,000 of the $100,000.  That would be the ideal.  Now if you are in this category, perhaps $10,000 is too much for the first year.  But how about $2,000 or $4,000?  I make less than $100,000 a year.  I live in a modest home, and my wife and I drive average cars.  There are many people in our community who have homes that are much larger, who have cars that are much nicer, who own season tickets for sports teams, who have second homes and boats, whom God has blessed richly, but when it comes to stewardship, the contributions are significantly less than mine.  In fact, our top stewardship contributors are NOT our top income earners.  
Why don’t we give like the other churches?  I read recently that in the Mormon church, people give 10% of their income to the church.  As far as I know, there are no poor Mormons.  Mormons have many children, so they have high expenses.  But they give high donations to the church, because they believe in the work of their church.  And when Mormons get in trouble, the Mormon church is there to take care of their own.  The Mormon Church has been in existence for less than 200 years.  Yet they have built hospitals and college campuses around our country.  The Baptists are a little older than the Mormons but nowhere near as old as the Orthodox, and they too have colleges and hospitals, not one but many.  It is not uncommon for the average Baptist, who earns much less than the average Greek Orthodox person, to give many times more in stewardship than the average Orthodox Christian.  I remember speaking to a Protestant pastor recently who asked about our “average giving.”  When I said that the average pledge is about $900, he asked “is that $900 a month”?  And yet the Greeks are in the top two most educated and affluent cultural groups in the United States (the Jews being the other).  Why is it that our churches are poor and our people do not give?  Is it that we don’t trust in the work of the church? Is it that we don’t see the work of the church?  Is it that we are hoarders and feel entitled to everything we have?  Is it that we don’t appreciate God and give back with a grateful heart the things that He has first given us?  It is that we look at our neighbor and since he is not giving, we are not inclined to give either?
Who is responsible for the work of the church—The work of the church is not just fundraising.  There is WORK that has to happen in order for a church to succeed in its mission, which is to spread the Word of God and to do the works of God in the world.  Here are some of the works of the church:
1. People who help lead the worship

a. Chanter

b. Organist

c. Choir Director

d. Choir Members

e. Altar boys

f. People who make the Prosphora (Bread) used in the Liturgy

g. People who clean the church

h. People who offer the other things needed for the services—wine, oil, candles, flowers, etc.

i. People who decorate the church on holidays

j. Ushers

2. People who help administer the church

a. Parish Council Members

b. Auditing Committee

c. Finance Committee

d. Festival Chairperson and Festival Committees

e. People who know how to repair and maintain things

f. People who know how to raise funds and do stewardship

g. Volunteers who help in the office with mailings, and other clerical work

3. People who teach

a. Someone who can do Bible Study

b. Sunday school teachers

c. Youth Advisors/GOYA Advisors

4. People who lead us in serving the greater Community

a. Outreach ministry to feed the hungry

b. People who visit the sick

c. People who will welcome visitors

5. People who help with the various ministries of the church

a. Social activities like the picnic, dances, etc

b. Help with Junior Olympics, Lent Retreats, etc.

c. Help in running social groups for people of various ages, like Young Adults, AGAPE Group and Young at Heart

So, let’s look at how we are fairing on some of our ministries and people who help lead them.  Our chanter and choir director are both in their 70s.  Is there anyone who has an interest in either of these ministries?  Because when we come to church one day and find no choir director or chanter, it will be too late to start then.  Our organist is ill and will most likely retire.  Is there anyone in the community who knows how to play the Organ?  Our choir hasn’t added many new members in the recent past.  As the years go by, more and more members get older and older.  Only 4 people make the Prosphora for the services and we supplement our needs by buying some Prosphora from a bakery in Tarpon Springs.  We have a couple of people who clean the church who are senior citizens, who also take care of decorating the church at the holidays.

Concerning the parish administration—we have a hard time finding people to run for the Parish Council.  We have a hard time finding people to chair the many committees for the festival.  We have never had a bona fide stewardship campaign where people visited homes and encouraged people to give more for the work of the church.  We have ONE GOYA advisor whose son is graduating this year—we need someone to step up here. What I’m trying to get across here is:
We desperately need an infrastructure—we have lots of people in our community, lots of wonderful people, lots of talented people, lots of financially thriving people but lots of complacent people.  Perhaps I have done a bad job of educating.  I know we’ve been pre-occupied with the mess at the Day School.  (By the way, the Smart Starts/Bridgepoint Schools opened for school on August 21.  They have DONATED the repaving of the parking lots, and lots of landscape improvements.  This is OVER and above their lease, which has been paid early each month.  They are certainly making good on their commitments to the church and we are very pleased with the way this new school is going.)  But now the school mess is resolved, and it was a mess that took 8 years to untangle and fix (and it didn’t help that there were people here who covered up for lots of mistakes over there from well before I arrived).  No money going forward is going towards anything at the school, other than the maintenance on the buildings (which we still own).  Once the note on the school is paid down (many years from now), we’ll have a nice income stream coming into the parish.
But what we need is YOU—this church needs YOU to serious contemplate where do you fit into the life of the church.  There are lots of people who make excuses—I’m young and just starting, I’m in middle age and wrapped up with my family, or I’m old and tired-let the young people do it.  But now is not the time for excuses, it is the time for action.  We need people who can step forward and give—whether it is time or talent, or who can step up and be a leader when it comes to financial giving to the church.  We need people to step forward and lead.  

The good news is that we have a church that is filled with people each Sunday.  We have lots of children in Sunday school.  We have lots of young families.  This is good news.

The bad news:

1. We have an aging facility that we have not taken care of.

2. We have a small group of volunteers who do all the work

3. The people who have served in many of our key positions for years are also aging and no one is preparing to replace them.  

4. To quote a sports analogy, we are not deep at any positions in the church, and in many cases, we don’t have a backup.  

Going forward, this church NEEDS YOU—it needs whatever you can offer.  It needs workers and it needs donors and it needs people who can do these things with joy.  It needs people who understand and support the mission of the church, which is to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which is to share the Orthodox Faith, which is to help our fellow man.  

By and large, I have shied away from preaching or talking about money in the church.  I haven’t come out and directly asked for specific things.  So I’m asking, I’m throwing up the Hail Mary Pass hoping that many people will come down with it and we can get back in the game.  We seem to be content with playing with a team that has no back-up quarterback, and that is not deep at any position.  Ask an NFL team how they’d feel if they only had ONE quarterback on the roster—they might say they feel nervous, or exposed, or perhaps they’d say they feel good, so long as the quarterback doesn’t get hurt (which of course you can’t predict if or when that will happen. Just ask the Indianapolis Colts.) So, what I am saying, and asking, is for you to consider where you fit in this equation, and I’m asking each of us to consider “stepping up” and leading with your time, your talents, and your treasures.  Because while we have done a lot of work, there is still a lot left to do.

I always dreamed that I would be the captain of a ship that sailed across the sea, that I would lead a church community over the stormy sea of life to the eternal tranquility of God’s heavenly kingdom.  As I close 8 years of ministry at St. John, I feel like I’ve spent much of my time patching up the holes in the boat, making it ready to be sailed.  There are still a few holes to be repaired—so we need money to repair them.  And THEN the real work will start—there is a ship to sail, and we need crewmembers.  We don’t need only passengers who will ride on the ship—we need the people who are going to sail the ship.  And we don’t need anyone poking any more holes in the ship—so to those who are consistently doing this, please stop!  We wouldn’t want to have to throw anyone overboard!
What can you do?

1. Make a donation towards the stained glass project—help us patch up the windows and the other things that are needed—the Air Conditioning, Electrical and audio needs

2. Up your pledge for 2013, or make an additional contribution for 2012.

3. Look to see what areas of the church need your time and talent (starting with the festival) and offer what you can contribute

4. If you are not sure where we can plug in what you have to offer, please see me or any member of the Parish Council.

Finally, imagine that you are going to meet God face to face (we are all going to eventually).  When God asks you why you didn’t give more, what excuse will you give Him?  The fact is that we can all do more, I can do more, and as I pointed out in the article on religious education, the goal in life is to continue our quest for self-improvement and spiritual improvement throughout life.  And I believe that to my dying breath I will always be learning and striving to do more and do better when it comes to my relationship with our Church.  I challenge you to do that same.
The Life of Christ—Part Two

Adapted from “The Life of Christ: Rediscovering How His Life, Death and Resurrection Changed the World”

By the American Bible Society, 2011

Editor’s Note: For the past few years, I have run a year-long series of articles in the Messenger centered around one subject.  Last year, the subject was the Divine Liturgy.  Two years ago, it was about the mission of the church.  Several months ago, while in CVS of all places, I saw a magazine with an icon of Christ in the front cover.  Since you don’t see icons on display at CVS every day, I picked up the magazine and started reading it.  It was entitled “The Life of Christ: Rediscovering How His Life, Death and Resurrection Changed the World”, published by the American Bible Society, 2011.  It was filled with a lot of information on the life of Jesus Christ.  As I continued reading through the magazine, I realized that it contained information that I didn’t know myself, and also it offered a lot of information in a very succinct and understandable way.  So, for this year’s series, beginning in August and running through next June, I have adapted parts of this magazine so that you can read about the life of Jesus through the Messenger.  It is my hope that not only will you learn more about Jesus Christ, but that in so doing, your faith will be bolstered.  Interestingly enough, the chapters of this magazine correspond nicely to our church calendar, so that by beginning this series in August, that in December we’ll read about the Nativity and next April and May, we’ll read about the Crucifixion and Resurrection.  So, enjoy the series and please take some time each month to learn more about our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
The Social and Cultural Climate

The cultural climate of the land of Israel in Jesus’ day can be summed up in two words: domination and determination. For 1800 years before Christ was born, the Jewish people had been dominated: first by the Egyptians, then by the Assyrians, then by the Babylonians, the Medo-Persians, the Greeks and finally, the Romans. 
A century and a half later, in the time of Jesus, Israel was a province of the Roman Empire, called Judea. The Jews were not a free people; they were subjects of Rome. They lived in a world of fearful anticipation, aware that brutal taxes or sanctions might be imposed upon them at any moment, by a government that ignored their significant religious heritage. Their own form of government had developed over the centuries: at first eminent judges ruled the Jews, then a single king, then many kings. In Jesus’ time, the Sanhedrin, a group of religious leaders, served as the Jews’ representative body, but they did so only at the behest of the true political ruler of Judea the Roman Empire.
Without experiencing it firsthand, it’s difficult to understand the daily lives of the citizens of Judea, a nation occupied by a foreign power. Taxes and many laws were imposed by a faraway government, and no entrepreneurial endeavor could be undertaken without the explicit permission of Judea’s imperial overlords.
As the series of dominating powers traveled through the tiny land-bridge of Israel, the Jewish people rallied together to preserve their cultural heritage. They observed seven biblical festivals annually to help them remember their history, sustain their identity, and encourage their stability. Chapter 23 of the book of Leviticus in the Old Testament is dedicated to an explanation of these seven feasts. They are divided into two categories: springtime events and fall events. The first four are Passover, Unleavened Bread, First Fruits, and Pentecost. Passover is an agricultural and seasonal celebration. It is followed the next day with the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Hag HaMatzot), a seven day–event.

The Passover feast began as the celebration of the annual barley harvest, but it was expanded to become a reenactment of the Exodus of the Israelites who escaped Egyptian slavery. The celebration included going to the temple and sacrificing a lamb. 

The Feast of Unleavened Bread (Hag HaMatzot) reminded the people of God’s command to bake quickly and prepare to leave in haste. The joint celebration of the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread was the first of the three major pilgrimages the Hebrews would celebrate in a calendar year. (The others included the Feast of Booths in the fall and the spring Harvest festival [Pentecost/Shavu’ot].) 

First Fruits was the symbolic waving of the first fruits of the barley harvest-a promise of a strong crop leading to a year of health and prosperity. 

Pentecost (Shavu’ot), the wheat harvest festival, was expanded to be the reminder of God’s giving of the Law to Moses Mt. Sinai. 

The final three sacred feasts were held in the fall of the year. The Feasts of Trumpets (Rosh Hashanah) began a ten-day period of penitence, symbolizing the sins of Adam, the sins of the children of Israel, and the personal and corporate sins of the current population. Trumpets blasted all day in a fashion reminiscent of today’s tornado sirens, attracting the attention of the people. The Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) was a ritual of purification directed to the land, the temple, and the people. The Feast of Booths, or Tabernacles (Sukkot), was a symbolic reenactment of the Israelites’ forty years of wandering in the desert, a time of nomadic conditions remembered by living in tents. 

The cultural impact of these seven observances could be likened to seven county fairs every year. The bond they created in the community was so adhesive that, despite their later dispersions and persecutions, the people of Israel remained deeply connected to their cultural traditions. 

A QUOTE FROM THE BIBLE

LEVITICUS 23:4-8 Passover is another time when you must come together to worship me, and it must be celebrated on the evening of the fourteenth day of the first month of each year.  The Festival of Thin Bread begins on the fifteenth day of that same month; it lasts seven days, and during this time you must honor me by eating bread made without yeast. On the first day of this festival you must rest from your work and come together for worship. Each day of this festival you must offer sacrifices. Then on the final day you must once again rest from your work and come together for worship.                    

The Political Climate of First-Century Judea

Herod the Great died in 4 BC, after ruling Judea for thirty-three years. He was somewhat of a puppet king, or, as the Romans referred to him, a “client king.” Herod’s bloodline as an Idumean, or Edomite, gave him enough political clout to be deemed a ruler of Judea, but it did not guarantee him the acceptance or loyalty of the Jewish people. Even so, during his reign, Judea prospered economically and Israel’s boarders were extended.
At Herold’s death his kingdom was divided among his three sons, who became known as tetrarchs (meaning “a quarter of the kingdom”). These sons ruled during Jesus’ lifetime.

In the first-century Jewish community, the leaders of the religious community also served as political leaders.  Although the region was under Roman authority, the Jews were allowed to govern themselves, to a certain extent. Several key groups made up the political structure that listened to Jesus’ claims and passed judgment upon them.  In Mark 11:27, we learn that during the last week of Jesus’ ministry, the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders came to Him and challenged His authority.  Mark 12:13 tells us that the Pharisees and Herodians were sent to Him in order to trap Him.  And Mark 12:18 reports that the Sadducees came to Him, badgering Him with assaulting questions.  The goal of the leaders was to trap Jesus, through His words or deeds, in a crime that would result in the death sentence.
A number of different groups of leaders of the Jewish community played a role in the last week of Jesus’ life.

The Chief Priests were from a tribe of (or, as we would say, were descendants of) Levi, one of the twelve sons of Jacob.  This was the only tribe designated to oversee the activities and ceremonies of the temple.  Its members were responsible for the temple sacrifices and thus became the most influential religious leaders in the community.

The Scribes were the guardians of legal documents, and they specialized in the interpretation of the Torah or Law of Moses; they were the lawyers and scholars of the first century.

The Elders were the respected older gentlemen of the religious community. In our day, they might be like the Board of Regents or Trustees at a university or in a large company. 

The Pharisees were the traditionalists. They observed not only the Law of Moses but also the traditions of the elders. This put them at odds with the Sadducees, who were strict interpreters of only the law-not the traditions.

The Herodians were the supporters of Herod the Great and the later Herod Antipas.  This group, more attuned to politics than religion, had no use for the traditions of the elders. It was these Herodians who honored the ruler responsible for the gruesome death of John the Baptist.

The Essenes were a Jewish sect.  Membership into the sect was a two to three year process requiring oaths of piety and truthfulness and a commitment to celibacy.

The Zealots were similar to the Pharisees in their theology, but they had added a political element to their practices, standing violently against the perceived enemies of Judaism.

The Religious World of First Century Judea

The prevailing influences in Judea and Galilee in the first century were philosophy, government, and religion – Greek Philosophy, Roman government, and Jewish religion.  Philosophy had never been better explained than by the Greeks.  Governments had never been better structured than by the Romans. And no pagan world religion was as devout and ceremonial as the Jewish faith.
By the first century, faith in the God and religion of Israel was 1400 years old.  The Jewish people worshiped in the temple and studied the Law of Moses.  They honored and practiced the ceremonies and traditions of their ancestors, especially those relating to the education and rearing of children.

The temple of Jerusalem was the center of Jewish religious life. There were several temples built throughout Jewish history. Herod the Great, who ruled Judea at the time of Jesus’ birth, was known for his admiration of Roman culture and his great buildings.  In 19 BC, he began building the grand Jerusalem temple where Jesus would have worshiped.  Construction on this temple continued throughout and beyond Jesus’ life in Judea, until around AD 64.  Today, the Western Wailing Wall is what remains of this temple.

One of the primary functions of the temple in Jerusalem was to provide a place for animal sacrifices overseen by the priests.  It also served as a center for judicial and community life.  Worship was conducted there, as well as prayers, the collection of tithes, and festivals.

The New Testament writer Luke described Jesus’ religious practice this way:  “Jesus went back to Nazareth, where He had been brought up, and as usual He went to the synagogue on the Sabbath.  When He stood up to read from the Scriptures, He was given the book Isaiah the prophet.  He opened it and read,” The Lord’s spirit has come to me…”
(Luke 4:16-18).
There was one central Jewish temple, but there were synagogues or meeting houses throughout the Roman Empire.  These synagogues functioned as teaching, worship, and community centers.  The temple was the high and holy place where marriages were performed, parties were held, and intellectual dialogue took place.  Jesus would have honored the temple and its ceremonies.  He also would have gone to the synagogue to reach out to the common people who were desperately looking for the voice of God and the Messiah.

The Jewish faith had these earmarks:

Monotheism- Their belief in one God set the Jews apart from the main religions of the Greco-Roman world that worshiped multiple Gods or Idols.

God’s covenant with Abraham, the great ancestor of the Jews- An essential part of Jewish history was the promise God made to the then childless Abraham that his descendants would become a great nation.

Adherence to the Torah, or Law of Moses- Torah, a Hebrew word, means “teaching” or “instruction.” The term Torah can refer to the specific commandments given through Moses, but it can also refer generally to the first five books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

HEROD
Herod the Great ruled the land of Israel during the time of Jesus’ birth.  Called ‘King Herod,” he had been appointed to his office by the Senate in Rome.

A paranoid ruler, Herod maintained power at times by violence.  He executed one of his wives and murdered his sister’s husband.  When he felt threatened by his nephew, he marshaled his troops against him.  He also married his own niece to secure his power.  With this background, it is not surprising that he issued a death sentence to the baby boys living in the small town of Bethlehem---the town which was the purported home of a newly-born King (Matthew 2:5).
While known for his use of strong force, Herod was also recognized as a master architect.  Herod rebuilt the temple in Jerusalem, expanded the city walls, built a fortress at Masada expanded the country’s water supplies, and built a number of beautiful buildings throughout Israel that still stand (at least in part) today.

At Herod’s death, the county was divided between his three sons and each ruled over his own region.  Herod Archelaus rules over Judea and Samaria.  Herod Philip ruled Phonecia and the Decapolis.  And Herod Antipas ruled over Galilee and Perea.  
Next Month: Jesus: Who is He Really?
Parish Registry

Funeral-Louis Psoinos passed away on August 20.  Funeral services were held on August 23.  May his memory be eternal!

Condolences to


~Greg Tisdale, whose father Thomas passed away on August 1
~the family of Niki Gozandinos, who passed away on August 13.


~to Jon Irwin, whose brother Scott passed away on August 21


~to Dan Long, whose brother Adam Arnold passed away on August 10
Liturgical Schedule for September

Sunday, September 2

Orthros 8:30 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Altar Boys: Anyone Attending May Serve

Ushers: Pete Trakas, Gregory Tisdale, David Voykin

Coffee Hour: Daughters of Penelope

Friday, September 7

Evening Liturgy for Nativity of the Virgin Mary





Orthros 5:00 p.m.
Divine Liturgy 6:00 p.m.

Sunday, September 9

Orthros 8:30 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Altar Boys: Captains and St. Matthew (Nicholas Kavouklis, Karter Lenardos, Gregory Koutroumanis, Harry Koutroumanis, Brigham Sibley, Sam Cooley

Ushers: Mike Trimis, Jason Pill, Amin Hanhan

Coffee Hour: Young at Heart

Tuesday, September 11
Remembrance of 9/11-Prayer for Peace





Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary   10:00 a.m.

Friday, September 14

Universal Exaltation of the Holy Cross





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

Sunday, September 16
Orthros 8:30 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Altar Boys: Captains and St. Mark (John Karamitsanis, Lukas Karamitsanis, George Hambos, Andrew Mellon-Lynn, Nicholas Yotis)

Ushers:Ippokratis Kantzios, Ed Gerecke, Demetrios Halkias

Coffee Hour: Parish Council

Sunday, September 23
Orthros 8:30 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Altar Boys: Captains and St. Luke (Yonathan Alem, Christos Nenos, Peter Makrides, Alexios Diniaco, Nicholas Katzaras, James Katzaras)

Ushers: Peter Theophanous, Ron Myer, John Alexander

Coffee Hour: Sunday School-Godparents’ Sunday Breakfast

Sunday, September 30
Orthros 8:30 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Altar Boys: Captains and St. John (Mihail Kaburis, Michael James, Dean Mitseas, Dominic Garcia, George Tsillas, Nicholas Alsina)

Ushers: Nick Kavouklis, George Fellios, Florin Patrasciou

Coffee Hour: AHEPA/Daughters of Penelope 

Sunday, October 7

Orthros 8:30 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.
Altar Boys: Captains and St. Matthew (Nicholas Kavouklis, Karter Lenardos, Gregory Koutroumanis, Harry Koutroumanis, Brigham Sibley, Sam Cooley)

Ushers: TBA

Coffee Hour: Choir-Church Musicians’ Sunday

Nativity of the Virgin Mary-Evening Liturgy on September 7-Major Feast Day-Placed right after the beginning of the Ecclesiastical Year (September 1), this feastday commemorates the birth of the Virgin Mary to her parents, Joakim and Anna.  It is one of the 12 Major Feast Days of the Church year. The feast is traditionally celebrated on September 8, but we will commemorate the feast with an evening liturgy on September 7 at 6:00 p.m.
September 11-Day of Remembrance-Last year, we marked the 10th year anniversary of the terrorist attack on America on 9/11/01.  Despite the decade that has passed since that awful day, feelings and emotions are still riding high.  It is appropriate to stop and reflect not only on a tragic day in the life of our country, but to pray for peace in a world that is beset with hostility, not only overseas but on the streets of our own city.  On September 11, we will hold a Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary at 10:00 a.m., with a Trisagion service at the conclusion of the service.  If you have time, please stop by our church to worship and pray for peace in the world and for recovery and healing of those who suffered and still suffer because of that terrible day.

Exaltation of the Holy Cross-September 14-Major Feast Day-Commemorates the finding of the Precious Cross of Christ by St. Helen in the year 325.  This day is equal in solemnity to Good Friday, as it draws our attention to the supreme sacrifice made by the Lord for us.  Connected with September 14 is the Tradition of the Vasiliko.  St. Helen went in search of the Precious Cross.  In Jerusalem, she found the hill of Golgotha.  But she did not know where to search for the cross.  Vasiliko (Basil), a sweet scented plant, was found growing on the hillside.  She looked beneath the Basil and that’s where the cross was found.  It is the Tradition of the Church that a Procession is held on September 14, where Basil is placed on a tray along with a cross and it is carried above the heads of the faithful.  We will hold this procession on September 14, and also repeat it on Sunday, September 16.

We need Vasiliko (Basil) for the services of the Holy Cross—Please bring Vasiliko for Friday, September 14 and Sunday, September 16.  Please bring it to the side door of the altar by 10:00 a.m. on both days, so we have time to make up the tray.  The Procession for the Holy Cross will be held on Friday, September 14 and repeated on Sunday, September 16.
	Η ΓΕΝΝΗΣΙΣ ΤΗΣ ΘΕΟΤΟΚΟΥ – 8 ΣΕΠΤΕΜΒΡΙΟΥ
Απολυτίκιον της Γεννήσεως της Θεοτόκου: Η γέννησίς σου Θεοτόκε, χαράν εμήνυσε πάση τή οικουμένη, εκ σού γάρ ανέτειλεν ο ήλιος τής δικαιοσύνης, Χριστός ο Θεός ημών, καί λύσας τήν κατάραν, έδωκε τήν ευλογίαν, καί καταργήσας τόν θάνατον, εδωρήσατο ημίν ζωήν τήν αιώνιον.

Apolytikion of the Nativity of the Theotokos: Your birth, O Theotokos, brought joy to the whole world, for from you dawned the sun of righteousness, Christ our God. Freeing us from the curse, He gave us His blessings. Abolishing death, He granted us eternal life.


	
	Η ΥΨΩΣΙΣ ΤΟΥ ΤΙΜΙΟΥ ΣΤΑΥΡΟΥ – 14 ΣΕΠΤΕΜΒΡΙΟΥ
ίύΣῶσον Κύριε τὸν λαόν σου καὶ εὐλόγησον τὴν κληρονομίαν σου, νίκας τοῖς βασιλεῦσι κατὰ βαρβάρων δωρούμενος καὶ τὸ σὸν φυλάττων διὰ τοῦ Σταυροῦ σου πολίτευμα 

Apolytikion of Elevation of the Cross: O Lord, save Your people and bless Your inheritance, grant victories to our  rulers over their adversaries, and protect Your commonwealth by Your Holy Cross. 
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Community News
Get Acquainted Sunday-September 2-In an effort to get to know one another better, we are going to continue our “get acquainted Sundays” the first Sunday of each month.  We will have nametags and markers in the entry way of the Kourmolis Center and will ask that each person put one on during coffee hour and introduce yourself to at least one person that you do not know.  This will serve to help us increase our fellowship and sense of community.   Our “Get Acquainted Sunday” for August will be Sunday, September 2..

Recent High School Graduates now in College—Please email Fr. Stavros with the address of your college students.  We send the Messenger electronically to our college students and want to make sure all are on the mailing list.

Orthodoxy 101 Class to begin in September-Fr. Stavros offers this class two times per year, in spring and in fall.  This will be the SAME CLASS so no need to take it again if you already have.  This will be a three-week course of study on Tuesday nights to make people aware of the basics of being an Orthodox Christian.   Who should attend the Orthodoxy 101 class?

~Interfaith couples—this will help the non-Orthodox person understand more what is going on in our church when they attend.

~Anyone who is considering joining our church.  Going forward, this class will be a requirement for those who wish to join our Orthodox faith.

~New converts to Orthodoxy—For those who recently joined our church and who want to know a little bit more about it.

~Anyone who wants to know more about the basics of our faith, or who wants a refresher course in the basics of Orthodoxy is encouraged to attend.  

The classes will be part lecture, part discussion, with lots of time for questions and answers.  The three sessions will be done as follows:

Tuesday, September 18

A Tour of the Orthodox Church:  What we see in the 






Church and what it means

Tuesday, September 25

Orthodox Spirituality—The Seven Sacraments and the 






Divine Liturgy

Tuesday, October 2


Orthodox Traditions—fasting, icons, prayer and separating






Theology from “yiayialogy” (what our grandparents taught 






Us wasn’t always right)

Classes will be held on these three Tuesdays from 6:30-8:30 p.m. and will be held in the CHURCH Sanctuary.
Stewardship Update

August 15, 2012


August 15, 2011


Number of Pledged Families

283




294

Total Amount Pledged

$279,291



$277,050



Stewardship Goal


$300,000



$300,00

Money Received to date

$207,956



$193,767
For those who have pledged this year, thank you for your generous support of St. John Greek Orthodox Church.  For those who have not pledged, please send in your pledge form today.  Extra forms are available in the church office. Remember, the church relies on your generosity to not only keep it’s doors open, but to offer it’s many ministries.  We all benefit from the church.  We all must do our part in support of our church!

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT OF ST. JOHN GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH IN TAMPA
Ministries
Choir
The 31st annual conference of the Southeastern Federation of Greek Orthodox Choirs and Musicians was held in Charlotte, N.C. the weekend of July 26 – 29.  Our St. John choir was well represented with 10 adults participating in the senior choir and 6 children in the junior choir.  We sang the Divine Liturgy as arranged by Dean Limberakis.  We were fortunate to have the composer there to direct the choir of 100 singers and 35 children. We were proud to have our own Father Stavros Can you as one of the keynote speakers at the Church Musicians Institute on July 25.  The conference culminated in celebrating the Divine Liturgy.  It was an  inspirational weekend filled with church music, worship and fellowship.
 
Several of our choir members were recognized at the conference.  Congratulations to Suzy Balasis for receiving the Patriarch Athenagoras Award for outstanding service to church, choir and the choir federation. Marilyn Neyland was sworn in as vice-president and John Mitchell as treasurer.  Congratulations to them also.
 
We send our wishes for a speedy recovery to our long time organist, Jim Leone, who recently suffered a heart attack.  He is doing well but we miss him.  Our prayers are with him!
 
We are excited to announce that St. John Choir and the entire Tampa community will be hosting the choir conference, July 25- 28.  We are looking forward to this wonderful weekend event.  Please be on the look out for announcements and how you can help!
 
There has never been a better time to join our choir!  We love to have new members! No experience is needed!  We have choir practice on most Wednesday evenings at 7:15.  Please see any current choir member for information or feel free to contact the choir director, Artie Palios.
Bible Study

Bible Study will begin again on Monday, September 10, from 6:30-8:00 p.m. in the multi-purpose room.  Dr. Bill Manikas teaches the Bible Study.  Bill has been a long time member of our choir, serves as the Vice President of the Parish Council, has run the parish bookstore and has written monthly articles in The Messenger  for many years.  He also studied theology for several years at Holy Cross School of Theology, so he has a background in Orthodox Theology.  He also works as a college professor, so he has a background in adult education.  As we begin our fall series, we will be discussing the seven sacraments, the role of women in scriptures and the church, icons and other topics.  New members are welcome to join us.

GOYA

Lock-In on September 8-we will be having a lock-in for our GOYAns as well as GOYAns from St. Petersburg on Saturday, September 8, beginning at 6:30 p.m.  We will have games, sessions, discussions and food.  We will be spending the night in the Kourmolis Center and then attending church on Sunday, September 9.  Please RSVP to Fr. Stavros by September 4 if you are interested.

GOYA Meeting for September—September 23—Our regular GOYA meeting for September will be Sunday, September 16, from 5:00-7:30 p.m. in the Kourmolis Center.  Dinner, as always, will be provided.

Community Outreach Initiative
Thank you to all of our dedicated volunteers who have faithfully dedicated their Saturday morning to feeding the homeless at the First Presbyterian Soup Kitchen, which is a partnership with Metropolitan Ministries.  Each month we feed over 120 guests.  We will continue volunteering on the third Saturday of the month (September 15, October 20, November 17).  Please consider getting involved in this ministry!  Contact Betty Katherine Palios at bettypalios@gmail.com or 813-468-1596 to get on the e-mail listserver to sign up.
Meeting Schedule for September

Tuesday, September 11
Parish Council

6:15 p.m.
Multi-Purpose Rom

Sunday, September 16
AHEPA

After Liturgy
Zaharias Room

Sunday, September 16
Daughters/Penelope
After Liturgy
Multi-Purpose Room

Sunday, September 23
GOYA


5:00 p.m.
Kourmolis Center

SUNDAY SCHOOL NEWS:

The Sunday School Staff is looking forward to serving the children of St. John’s for the 2012-2013 school year.  Our first day of Sunday School is September 10th and our last day will be June 2nd.

We are happy to announce that we will have a monthly Children’s Liturgy this year.  Our children will sing with the choir, read the Epistle, and serve as ushers in the church.  The monthly dates that this will take place are; September 23, October 14, November 4, December 2, January 13, February 10, March 3, April 14, and May 12th.  

Before we introduce our new staff, we would like to thank the following people for their years of service and dedication to the Sunday School.  They are:  Jenny Paloumpis-former Director, Marenca Patrasciou and Maria Koutroumanis.  We would also like to wish our two former assistants, Allie Hartung and Alexandra Rowe, good luck in college.

WE ARE PROUD TO ANNOUNCE OUR OUTSTANDING STAFF FOR THE 2012-2013 SCHOOL YEAR.   THEY ARE:

DIRECTOR OF SUNDAY SCHOOL: Vickie Peckham

DIRECTOR OF ADMINISTRATION:  

DIRECTOR OF MUSIC / PROGRAMS:  Maria Xenick and her Music Assistant, Pam Irwin

NURSERY COORDINATOR:  Donna Trakas

PRE-SCHOOL:  Alexis Scafogliero and her assistant, Maria Metcalf 

KINDERGARTEN:  Kara Kartzaras and Heidi Borgeas

FIRST GRADE:  Stamie Garcia and her assistant, Melissa Krinos

SECOND GRADE:  Marina Choundas

FOURTH GRADE:  Debbie Ferekides 

FIFTH AND SIXTH GRADE:  Vickie Peckham and her assistant, Jenna Mingledorff

SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADE:  Betty Palios 

HIGH SCHOOL:  Peggy Bradshaw and Isidoros Passalaris

 

The teachers met with Father Stavros for a Sunday School Teachers Retreat on Aug. 25th.  The staff learned more about the Seven Sacraments and Orthodoxy.  Father Stavros is an inspirational teacher and this was a wonderful way to start the new Sunday School year.  The staff also planned and finalize the details for the new school year.   Please make sure to register your children on Sept. 2nd or on the first day of school, if you haven’t already done so.  We need this information for our records and for communication.

When you register, please consider making a DONATION to our Sunday School Program.  We will also have a weekly envelope out in the Narthex for your contributions.  The Parish Council supports the Sunday School by purchasing our text books at the beginning of the school year.  But, we rely on your donations to support other programs. Your contributions help fund the Christmas and Lenten Retreats, end of the year gifts for the students, and supplemental materials for our program.  All parishioners are also welcome to help our Sunday School Program by making a donation in the white envelope labeled “Sunday School Donations” in the Narthex.

Sunday School Mission Statement

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

 Sunday School Vision:


The Sunday School Program shall seek to fulfill its mission by:

1. Embracing the Spiritual Life and Joy of our Orthodox faith through regular prayer, worship, and frequent participation in the sacraments.
2. Support the Church through stewardship of time, talent, and sacrificial giving.
3. Providing our students with a welcoming, caring, and loving educational environment.
4. Having the Sunday School Staff and Students exemplify Orthodox Christian character and morals.
5. Providing strategies for our children to rely on their faith and values, when confronted with challenging circumstances and temptations, as they travel through their teens and into adulthood.  
6. Teaching our students why this vision is important—why it is important to embrace the Spiritual Life by defining and teaching what is the Spiritual and Sacramental Life of the Orthodox Church; what is stewardship and why it is important; and teaching Orthodox Christian character and morals.
Please feel free to contact us with any questions, suggestions, or comments regarding St. John’s Sunday School Program.  Vickie Peckham - 406-5626
	+Hubbard Lending Corporation
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SUNDAY SCHOOL CALENDAR 2012-2013
	September

Sunday, September 9
-1st Day of classes

Sunday, September 23
Youth Sunday

October

Sunday, October 14

Youth Sunday

November

Sunday, November 4           Youth Sunday

Sunday, November 11  Festival-No Classes

Sunday, November 25 Thanksgiving –No SS

December

Sunday, December 2
Youth Sunday

Saturday, December 15  Christmas Program Rehearsal-Christmas Party

Sunday, December 16    Christmas Program

Sunday, December 23     No Sunday School

Sunday, December 30     No Sunday School

January 2013

Sunday, January 6
          Classes Resume

Sunday, January 13
          Youth Sunday


	
	February

Sunday, February 10
Youth Sunday

March

Sunday, March 17

Youth Sunday

Sunday, March 24  Sunday of Orthodoxy                   

                                Icon Procession

Wednesday, March 27
Pre-Sanctified Liturgy/Dinner-Sunday School

April

Sunday, April 14

Youth Sunday

Sunday, April 28
  Palm Sunday—

                                     Procession with Palms

May

Friday, May 3
            Good Friday Retreat

Sunday, May 5
Pascha No l Classes

Sunday, May 12

Youth Sunday

Sunday, May 19

Parish Picnic

Sunday, May 26    Memorial Day Weekend—

                              No Classes

June

Sunday, June 2
Last Day of Sunday School Classes—Awards—Pool Party




	RUSSELL A. SIBLEY, JR.

-----------------LAWYER----------------

Business Disputes & Litigation

Commercial Real Estate & Capital Transactions

Business Entity Formation & Maintenance
Exceptional Student Education

SIBLEY, PL

LAW FIRM

620 E. TWIGGS STREET – SUITE 204

TAMPA, FLORIDA 33602

TEL. 813-223-7808                     FAX 813-936-4996


Highlights on the Calendar 2012-2013
Saturday, September 8
GOYA Lock-in

Sunday, September 9

First day of Sunday School

Monday, September 10
Bible Study Begins

Tuesday, September 18
Orthodoxy 101 series begins

Saturday, October 6

Chrysanthemum Ball
Sunday, October 28

OXI Day/Daughters of Penelope Founders’ Day Lunch

Sunday, October 28

JOY/HOPE Fall Festival

Friday, November 9-Sunday, November 11
Greek Festival

Wednesday, November 21
Evening Divine Liturgy for Thanksgiving

Sunday, November 25
Fall Parish Assembly Meeting 

Saturday, December 1
Adult Advent Retreat at St. John

Sunday, December 9

Stewardship Sunday

Sunday, December 9

Parish Council Elections

Saturday, December 15
Sunday School Christmas Program Rehearsal/Christmas Party

Sunday, December 16
Sunday School Christmas Program 

Monday, December 24
Christmas Eve Services

Saturday, January 6-Monday, January 7—St. John’s Feastday Vespers and Liturgy

Sunday, January 13

Vasilopita Sunday

Saturday, February 23
Young at Heart Apokreatiko Dance

Sunday, March 10

Greek Independence Day Luncheon

Monday, March 18

Beginning of Great Lent

Sunday, March 24

Sunday of Orthodoxy

Saturday, April 6

Adult Lenten Retreat

Friday, April 12-Monday, April 14
GOYA Lenten Retreat

Sunday, April 28

Palm Sunday

Friday, May 3


Sunday School Good Friday Retreat

Friday, May 5


PASCHA

Sunday, May 19

Parish Picnic

Sunday, June 2

Last Day of Sunday School Classes

Friday, June 14-Sunday, June 16
GOYA Junior Olympics

Sunday, June 23

Pentecost

July 25-28


Choir Conference

Sunday, August 18

AGAPE Luncheon

Holy Orders or Ordination 

by Dr. Manikas

The Greek Orthodox Church is experiencing a huge shortage of priests. Vacancies have been filled by priests from Greece and Cyprus and by Catholic and Protestant converts to Orthodoxy. In my preparation for the fall Bible Study I came across the following information.

There are three Major Orders in the Orthodox Church—Bishop, Priest, and Deacon and two Minor Orders—Subdeacon and Reader. Today, in most Orthodox Churches the minor orders have fallen largely in disuse. Ordination to the Major Order always occurs during the course of the liturgy, and done individually. Only the bishop has the power to ordain. The consecration of a new bishop requires at least 2-3 bishops since the episcopate is “collegial” in character.

While an ordination requires a bishop, it also requires the consent of the people of God. That is why during the sacrament the people cry out “Axios.” In theory, if the crowd shouts anaxios, then the sacrament is terminated. To be ordained the bishop must judge the worthiness of the candidate. This is verified by the candidate’s Father Confessor. Moreover, the candidate must have married once and be physically whole. Usually, in the U.S. he must have received a formal theological education.

There are two classifications of priests—priests who are married and priests who remain unmarried. If the wife of the priest dies, he cannot remarry. In 1 Timothy3:2 and Titus 1:6 it is said the clergyman is to be “husband of one wife.” Based on the teachings of the Bible and guided by the Holy Spirit, the Sixth Ecumenical Council, decreed that clergy cannot remarry. In addition, the idea of a clergyman courting a wife is not considered an appropriate calling. If a priest goes through a divorce, he no longer can serve as a priest. Scriptures and the Church demand that its clergy stand high and tall in Christian values. Jesus clearly taught that some people are called to a celibate life—one of dedicated and committed singleness. In Matthew 19: 10-12 Jesus responding to His disciples about not marrying says “…it is better not to marry….All cannot accept this saying, but only those to whom it has been given. For there are eunuchs who were born thus from their mother’s womb, and there are eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven’s sake. He who is able to accept it, let him accept it.”

In the Orthodox Church the man must decide before ordination whether to marry or remain celibate. It is his choice. It is based on his sense of calling. The Church does not impose that choice. Priests, however, may not marry non-Orthodox women. St. Paul in 2 Corinthians 6:14 writes “Do not be mismated with nonbelievers.” 

 In the early church, bishops were elected by the people—clergy and laity. Today, the Holy Synod in each of the autocephalous church selects the bishop. A celibate priest can become a bishop. However, in the early Church there was no distinction made between candidates for the rank of bishop based on marital status. Many Saints and Fathers of the Church were bishops and married at the same time. During the Middle Ages there was a change in sentiment. First, there was a rise in respect for monastics to become bishops. Secondly, in some places, especially North American missions, the presence of the bishops’ wife scandalized new believers. Finally, the development of a sentiment that somehow sexual relations in marriage and the liturgical functions of the bishop were an antithesis. Celibate bishops is an administrative decision and not an article of faith. In the twentieth century some higher clergy have argued for a change. Nothing on this matter is written in stone.

Sources for this article are The Orthodox Church:455 Questions and Answers by Harakas and The Orthodox Church by Timothy Ware.
How Can We Keep Our Children in the Church?
By: Doria Saros
 
How Can We Keep Our Children In the Church?  If only I had a nickel for every time a parent or parish council member asked me that question over my thirty plus years in Youth Ministry we could feed an orphanage in a third world country for many, many  years!  
 
I began my tenure in youth ministry as a volunteer, then a paid part-time position, which grew into the full-time position in which I currently serve since 1998.
 
The question of how to keep our children in the Church is one that the Archdiocese, the clergy and I have studied for all of those thirty plus years!  Like many young youth ministries we started out by trying to “fix” the problem of how to help connect our kids to the church by offering simple social events, to make Church more “fun.”  After a short-lived surge in attendance, and with the continued suggestions of parents we moved into “bigger” events on a more grand scale to include food, athletics and fun.  We recruited more and more volunteers to help organize numerous activities ….but again after a brief surge attendance waned.
 
The big question remained:  How Can We Keep Our Children in the Church?   As a ministry staff we believe the answer lies in much more than “fun.”  While fun is important we know that social events alone aren’t enough.  The ministry team wants more for our children than we may have had as kids.  We believe the answer lies in “joy.”  Anyone can find fun in the world; the difference is that God is within the truest concept of joy.  If we want our children to feel connected to the Church, we must help them connect with God’s joy, so that they desire Him.
 
An example of this is routinely experienced by many if not most of our campers each year.  We ask the kids what they say to their friends upon returning from Summer Camp when asked if they had fun, and their response is very telling….they pause with a little frustration as they struggle to articulate  something like, “well yeah, but it’s more than that….”  Our kids return home a bit awe struck, because perhaps for the first time they have experienced a spiritual moment…they have experienced God’s joy….and God-willing they will never be the same, they will continue to pursue that joy.  After living in true community for seven days, our campers play, pray, and want to stay together.
 
It really goes back to our purpose in creation.  God created us to choose Him, to love Him, to obey Him…..He created us in His Image, and He gave us as adults free will to choose to be in His Likeness.  As parents we must joyfully choose for our children so that as adults, our youth will make similar choices.  Choosing God “joyfully” is imperative as our kids are smart.  Children generally learn to dislike the things that their parents dislike…and they learn to love the things that their parents love.  
 
So how do we help our children to desire Him, to know God’s joy?   Perhaps we should start by rephrasing the question into something like:  “How Can We Help Create the Desire for Our Children to Continue to Choose God as They Grow?”
 
It’s about balance, ours is not a monastic community, but it’s more than simply barbeques, dances and basketball.  As a church we must offer opportunities to learn and to grow spiritually, in a fun and joyful environment, utilizing a combination of discussion/lesson with games.  Social events are a strong compliment to the learning programs mentioned above.  However, Youth and Young Adult Ministry programs should protect against a purely social driven schedule, keeping multi-goal programs at its core.  Below are the Youth and Young Adult Ministry Goals of St. Mary’s Greek Orthodox Church:
 
 Youth and Young Adult Ministry Goals:
To offer inspirational programs that foster spiritual growth in Christ. 
To offer religious education that applies to daily living. 
To offer service to God and His Holy creation. 
To offer fellowship that connects our youth and young adults to Christ, His Church, and the greater Orthodox community. 
 
As we study attendance lists of past social (fun) only events, it is very apparent that while fifty children might routinely attend the fun event, of those fifty perhaps only five remained regular attendees into adulthood.
 
In contrast, when studying the attendance lists of multi-goal programs (that fulfill 3-4 of the stated goals) that were fun, but also intertwined with learning about God, serving one another and the sacramental life… many more of those attendees remained fervent in Church as adults.  But one big challenge remains through time…and the challenge is the same for most of us adults every Sunday morning…. just getting the kids in the door.  The devil is alive and active and never as apparent as when we’re trying to get to church!
 
Let’s face it as soon as any child hears that he might have to learn something they don’t want to go…no matter how fun we make the experience.  As parents we need to, “Train up your child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it.”  Proverbs 22:6
 
I remember as a small child being groomed by my parents for Church Summer Camp from the time I was five…and I wasn’t old enough to participate until I was eight!  But no matter, each year I heard them say, “You’re going to camp when you’re old enough.”  Did you notice that I had no say in the matter?  I was the child being guided by my parents.  In much the same way that I had no choice about going to school, I also had no choice about my Orthodox education:  Church School, Church Camps, Youth Group, Worship and Sacraments….I was going.
 
We live in a society that stresses education, jobs, and success!  While these things are important are they more so than our knowledge of God? Is our child’s education more important that his/her salvation?  After all would we be content with our children finishing school in 6th grade?  Are we so confident in our school’s educational system that we needn’t worry about how much our children are actually learning?  Is it so important for our kids to love school that if they don’t like the classes they shouldn’t have to go?  If kids are too busy should they be able to skip homework?  If they’re tired should they be able to sleep in and go late to school, or not at all?  Then why is it acceptable for us as parents to allow this behavior in regard to our children’s spiritual growth and Orthodox education?  Could it be that we as parents aren’t that connected to the Church?  Could it be that it’s because of our own limited knowledge of the faith?  Could it be that we are content and perhaps a little complacent about what we don’t know?  I know that this was all true for me.  As an Orthodox Christian of thirty years old, I never knew how wrong it was to arrive late to Liturgy….I just did what my parents by example taught me.  At thirty-two years old and a regular attendee of Church I still could not articulate the basic differences between the Orthodox and any other faith…..because I never opened a book on my own.  I never put any effort in continuing my Orthodox education after I completed Church School.  Quite honestly (and God forgive me) it was because of my job in youth ministry and my role as a step parent that forced me to learn more about my faith….but thank God something got me back to study!
 
It’s often said that, “The more you learn, the more you realize what you don’t know.”  For many of us Orthodox parents this is sadly the case.  As a result we rely almost solely on the Church to educate our children and to “make” them want to stay in the Church…and at the first sign that children balk at the idea of going to Church we panic!  We panic because we don’t know what to do or say…..because we as parents don’t have the knowledge of God, the tools we ourselves need to pass on to our children.
 
The Holy Fathers and Mothers of the Church instruct us to surround ourselves with Holiness and Holy people.  It is interesting to consider what percentage of our own adult fellowship time is spent with other members of our Church community….. How would that percentage compare to a generation ago?  Perhaps a more telling question is do we parents allow ourselves fellowship time in this day and age of “busyness?”  Some might suggest our parents today are not only overwhelmed (with jobs, transporting kids, and financial stress), but that they are starving for the kind and amount of fellowship that we had as children growing up.  Is it possible that the desire for church provided fellowship events is more a reflection of parental desire to fellowship?  The multi-goal programs of current Youth and Young Adult Ministry does provide fellowship….and more….it also provides an opportunity for spiritual growth!
 
Time after time we have observed that the youth who really connect with the Church are those whose parents have truly and joyfully connected themselves with the Church.  Parents who continue to grow in the faith through reading, bible study, retreats, service, frequent and prompt worship attendance, Orthodox Community fellowship, and who do so with joy in their hearts…..it is their children that we see in Church School, at GOYA, at Church Camp, and at 9:30 sharp on Sunday mornings….into adulthood.
 
In study after study the greatest influence on the spiritual life of a child is…..their parent. - Group Magazine.
 
The priest and the ministry team of the church have a responsibility and accountability to God and His Church to provide excellent opportunities for learning, joyful fellowship, service, and worship.  The parents have a responsibility and accountability to God to guide their children through their own example, their ever increasing knowledge of the faith, and with the support of the Church.   We’re never too old to learn.  Let us all continue to learn and grow together as a community of faith, raising our children and young adults in His joy and love into adulthood and beyond.
Doria Saros is the Youth Director for St. Mary Greek Orthodox Church in Minneapolis, MN. She is also actively involved with the St. Mary Orthodox Christian Summer Camp in Wisconsin.
EDITOR’S NOTE: I recently came across a picture of 20 of our GOYAns in 2004, when I first arrived in our parish, at our first GOYA event, which was a lock-in.  It was a great night and next morning as I recall.  As I looked at the GOYAns, some of whom are in college and others of whom are already graduated, a lot of them are no longer here in Tampa.  Some have moved, others have just dropped out.  Even a great youth program is going to suffer from some attrition.  However, I am comforted by the fact that even though they are gone, for now, they have something to come back to, because church was an important part of their early lives.  Thus, it is incumbent on parents to bring their children to church, to build a foundation of faith under them, so that the children will either stay with the church all the way, or have something “to come back to.”    

+Fr. Stavros 

[image: image4.jpg]Philoptochos Prayer

O Lord Jesus Clhrist, we bow our heads before you and with humble hearts
e give thanks to You for the abundant blessings which You have poured forth
upon us. We praise You for gathering us together as members of the Ladies
Philoptochos Society in the service to Your Holy Church. e bless You for
the selffess sacrifice of countless generations of women wiho have faithfully
Jfilfilled the philanthropic mission entrusted to them. Through Your ineffable
wisdom and Your Divne power, You have enabled us to minister fo those who
are in need of Your love, Your comfort, and Your care. Make us instruments of
Your peace and of Your hope, O Lord. Where there is pain and suffering, may
we bring Your healing and cofort. Wihere there is loneliness and isolation,
may we bring the fellowship of Your Holy Church. Where there is despair and
discouragement, may we inspire hope and faith in You. Where there is hatred
and strfe, may we be peacemakers producing the fiuis of love and reconcili-
ation.

We also ask You, O Lord, to guide our deliberations, our decisions, our
fellowship, and all our labors, so that in all we do, or say, we may bring glo-
17 to Your Holy Name, of the Father and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
Amen.





“I GIVE ALL THE GLORY TO GOD.  IT’S KIND OF A WIN-WIN SITUATION.  THE GLORY GOES UP TO HIM, AND ALL THE BLESSINGS FALL DOWN ON ME.”

Gabby Douglas, United States Olympic Gymnast, after winning the gold medal in the women’s gymnastics all-around

JOIN US 

IN HONORING

NICK ANDREADAKIS

ON THE OCCASION OF HIS RETIREMENT AS CHURCH SECRETARY

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 16
The Parish Council will be hosting a special coffee hour in Nick’s honor and in recognition of his many years of service as our church secretary. Nick will continue to serve the church in his role as chanter.

All coffee donations will go towards Nick’s retirement gift from the community.

Even though we are not Catholic, the points in the following article ring true for us as well:

Why do Catholics leave, and what can be done about it?

FATHER ROBERT BARRON
I saw an advance copy of a survey by William J. Byron and Charles Zech, which will appear in the April 30th edition of America magazine.
	


It was conducted at the request of David O'Connell, the bishop of Trenton, and its focus was very simple: it endeavored to discover why Catholics have left the church.
No one denies that a rather substantive number of Catholics have taken their leave during the past 20 years, and Byron and Zech wanted to find out why. They did so in the most direct way possible and asked those who had quit.
The answers they got were, in many ways, predictable. Lots of people cited the church's teachings on divorce and re-marriage, gay marriage, contraception, and the ordination of women. These matters, of course, have been exhaustively discussed in the years following Vatican II, and I'd be willing to bet that anyone, even those vaguely connected to the Church, could rehearse the arguments on both sides of those issues.
But there just isn't a lot that the church can do about them. No bishop or pastor could make a policy adjustment and announce that divorced and re-married people can receive communion or that a gay couple can come to the altar to be married or a woman present herself for ordination.
What struck me about the survey, however, was that many of the issues that led people to leave the church are indeed matters that can be addressed.
Many of the respondents commented that they left because of "bad customer relations." One woman said that she felt "undervalued by the church" and found "no mentors." Many more said that their pastors were "arrogant, distant, aloof, and insensitive," and still others said that their experiences over the phone with parish staffers were distinctly negative. Now I fully understand that parish priests and lay ministers are on the front lines and hence are the ones who often have to say "no" when a parishioner asks for something that just can't be granted. Sometimes the recipient of that "no" can all too facilely accuse the one who says it as arrogant or indifferent. Nevertheless, the survey can and should be a wake-up call to church leaders — both clerical and non-clerical — that simple kindness, compassion, and attention go a rather long way.
I distinctly remember the advice that my first pastor — a wonderful and pastorally skillful priest — gave to the parish  secretary: "for many people, you are the first contact they have with the Catholic Church; you exercise, therefore, an indispensable ministry." One respondent to the survey observed that whenever he asked a priest about a controversial issue, he "got rules, and not an invitation to sit down and talk."
Unfair? Perhaps. But every priest, even when ultimately he has to say "no," can do so in the context of a relationship predicated upon love and respect.
[image: image5]
A second major concern that can and should be addressed is that of bad preaching. Again and again, people said that they left the church because homilies were "boring, irrelevant, poorly prepared," or "delivered in an impenetrable accent." Again, speaking as someone who is called upon to give sermons all the time, I realize how terribly difficult it is to preach, how it involves skill in public speaking, attention to the culture, expertise in biblical interpretation, and sensitivity to the needs and interests of an incredibly diverse audience.
That said, homilists can make a great leap forward by being attentive to one fact: sermons become boring in the measure that they don't propose something like answers to real questions.
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When the homily both reminds people how thirsty they are and provides water to quench the thirst, people will listen.
[image: image7]


All of the biblical exegesis and oratorical skill in the world will be met with a massive "so what?" if the preacher has not endeavored to correlate the "answers" he provides with the "questions" that beguile the hearts of the people to whom he speaks. Practically every Gospel involves an encounter between Jesus and a person — Peter, Mary Magdalene, Nicodemus, Zacchaeus, etc. — who is questioning, wondering, suffering, or seeking. An interesting homily identifies that longing and demonstrates, concretely, how Jesus fulfills it. When the homily both reminds people how thirsty they are and provides water to quench the thirst, people will listen.
A third eminently correctable problem is one that I will admit I had never thought about before reading this survey. Many of the respondents commented that, after they left the church, no one from the parish contacted them or reached out to them in any way. Now again, I can anticipate and fully understand the objections from pastoral people: many Catholic parishes are huge — upwards of three or four thousand families — and staffs are small.
Yet, just as major corporations, serving millions of people, attend carefully to lost customers, so Catholic parishes should prioritize an outreach to those who have drifted (or stormed) away. A phone call, a note, an e-mail, a pastoral visit — anything that would say, "We've noticed you're not coming to Mass anymore. Can we help? Can you tell us what, if anything, we've done wrong? We'd love to see you back with us."
The problem of Catholics leaving the church is, obviously, serious and complex, and anyone who would suggest an easy solution is naïve. However, having listened to a representative sample of those who have left, parishes, priests, and church administrators might take some relatively simple and direct steps that would go a long way toward ameliorating the situation.
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Have We Lost our Identity? By Fr. Robert Archon

America is suffering from an identity crisis. We have lost our rightful Judeo-Christian identity by those who emphasize diversity and tolerance, while marginalizing our sacred heritage. Our world today had removed any form or remnant of the “divine imprint” in its decrees and policies. We have, due in part to ignorance and part apathy, permitted our Faith to be asphyxiated and extinguished in the society around us. It is us as Orthodox Christians, which have failed our true calling to be “light bearers” suffering Christ’s image within us becoming icons of this world instead. We have subconsciously been led astray by the ever so gentle undertows of our time and been swept away from our Heavenly Father’s embrace. We have found a new home, a new father a new destiny, and God is not welcome. We continue to make excuses why His invitation to our lives has been lost in the mail as did those who chose not to attend the marriage feast in the Gospels.
Several poets of antiquity tell a charming but frightening tale about a young man who saw his own reflection in a pool and become so infatuated that he vowed never to marry. He even ignored the lovely nymph, Echo, who had followed him to that place, leaving her to wander off alone until she at last pined away to nothing but a faint, whispering voice. The young man’s name was Narcissus, and he has become the image of the excess of self-love. When we say that a person is narcissistic, or that we live in an age of narcissism, we are alluding to the self-absorbed young man who sat, day after day, staring at his own reflection while ignoring the rest of the world around him. The story is of course, a parable of one of the many pitfalls to which humans are susceptible – self-absorption. 

As Orthodox Christians we must remember the warnings of St. Chrysostom who began his lessons on the education of children with stern admonitions against this self-absorbed condition. Anticipating the question as to why such a young man would grow up to follow only the precepts of his appetites, St. John asked, “Did you not marvel at him? Did you not sing his praise? Did you not lead him on to his present state by applause and flattery?” 
As human beings we all share the image of God planted in us from creation. We all share in fact this divine identity and stamp, but under sin, God’s face is covered in us and we become, at least outwardly, someone else. Through sin we lose our resemblance with God and we take the appearance that the godless world around has painted on us. The world itself has long lost its identity. It ceased to be a vehicle for man’s edification in God and was transformed in a purpose to itself, an apple of discord and enmity between people. The devil, the greatest identity thief, diabolos, the deceiver, has succeeded to sell us, starting with Adam and Eve a reality that has nothing to do with the true reality of God, but it pleases the senses and promises everything and beyond. We got hooked by his promises and now we live in this world with the illusion that it can fulfill us, we struggle every day to achieve meaningless goals, missing completely our true purpose and destiny. 

A saintly person, on the other hand, is a person that has uncovered the image of God in him and has found his place in the world by acting according to His likeness. A saintly person shows to the world his true identity, imitating Christ almost to the point of confusion. “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.” (Gal 2:20). We are not ourselves and we are not truly living until we are with Christ. Don’t let the world tell you otherwise; our identity is fulfilled only by being Christians. Christians don’t just believe differently than others, they exist in a different reality; a genuine reality in which God becomes man and man becomes divine. This is God’s edition of reality, the only one true and original. 

When someone asks “What is your identity?” most of us immediately think of our name, our associations, our vocation etc. But is there more? The “more” has to do with our “spiritual identity”. A spiritual identity is a given reality at Baptism. The water itself reveals the creative activity of God to bring forth something new. The waters of Baptism are also a rite of passage, as in the case of Noah, a passage from the former Adam to the New Adam, Christ. In this new identity we find ourselves in the community of the Triune God because personhood is “being in community,” this new relationship invites us to find our true humanity and identity with God and others. In short, spiritual identity is not a “thing of our own choosing.” It is not a psychological experience of “getting in touch with the inner self”. Rather, it is instead a union with Christ Jesus (Romans 6) signified through Baptism. 

If we are not good Orthodox it is not because we are Orthodox; it is more likely because our Orthodoxy is for some individuals a formal affiliation, rather than a way of life. A German theologian, Konrad Onash, himself a Protestant, stated that the supreme goal of Orthodoxy is “Christ-likeness.” Do we, Orthodox Christians in general really strive to attain some likeness to Christ? I could spend hours, even days, citing examples showing a tragic disparity between our professed faith and our way of life. I believe we suffer from a lack of the sense of the holy. Although sermons may be preached about God’s absolute holiness and incompatibility with any form of impurity in churches today, Americans have a noticeably casual approach to God. Many churches today deliberately avoid any suggestion that approaching God ought to be paramount in our lives and placing a line in the sand for which our value stand. But when we look back to the Old Testament sources of our worship, we find an entirely different scenario.  During the years of the Exodus, when the plans for the Tabernacle were revealed, the specifications wee exacting. Why? Because the Tabernacle was a holy pave: it was where God dwelt with his people (Ex 25:21-22).  What is this abode?  Where is this Tabernacle? What is the temple? It is none other than the womb of the Virgin Mary the Theotokos.  As we approach in a couple of weeks the beginning commemoration of her Dormition, we again are challenged to be born inwardly.  Upon her Entrance to the Temple Feast it is here that we see clearly, how the Temple goes to the Temple.  The one temple is made of stone, the other, prepared by God Himself to dwell.  The womb is revealed as a sacred and holy place that our Lord calls all of us to be created in ourselves so He may dwell.

It then begs the question,  “How our current awareness of the world around us is an illusion, and how can we be receptive to the indwelling of the true reality of Christ? When we contemplate upon the upcoming Feast of the Dormition it would serve us well to be reminded of the person of the Theotokos, who, embodies the living temple of God and herself became His temple. Our need today is to form obedience in the womb of our hearts and discover our true calling as Christians. Martha and Mary stand for two kinds of this calling: the call to the active life and the call to the contemplative life. Mary the Mother of God fulfilled both of these as her response to God’s call. He Who is love came down to earth and was born of the Virgin as a child in her so that we too may become receptacles of His divine indwelling. 

Our churches today can resemble many things. More often than not in spite of all our efforts, they tend to resemble more secular goals than spiritual. We have a great challenge before us, to challenge the very hearts and souls of our flocks to first and foremost discover the importance of a shift towards the divine. The more our faithful discover their true identity in Christ the more fruitful our ministries become and the more God will bless our endeavors. The abundant life promised us by Christ so many lack; I pray we may use every effort possible to be vehicles so God may transform our lives and our churches to beacons of light for the world to see the true reality. 
Fr. Robert Archon is the Proistamenos of St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church, Portsmouth,NH.
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