Mission Statement:

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

Vision:

The church shall seek to fulfill its mission by:

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

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

3. Providing a welcoming, caring, loving environment.

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

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

6. Exemplifying commitment to community service and charitable outreach.

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

Father Stavros’ Message

Does My Church Have the Right to Expect Certain Things from Me?

Earlier this year, Lisa and I browsed many websites trying to find the right school for Nicholas.  We looked at all kinds of schools—public schools, private schools, charter schools—until we felt we found the right one.  And so far, so good, thank God.

Most of the private schools we looked at on-line were connected to churches.  And most of the websites stated “expectations” for church members, school students and school parents.  On several church sites we read things like:

“Members are expected to tithe 10% of their gross income as a contribution to the church.”

“Members are expected to attend church every Sunday.”

On a school website, it said, “Students are expected to attend this parish each Sunday along with their parents.”

On another website of an expensive private school (which we did not pick) said “Parents are expected to do 30 hours of volunteer work for the school.”  (And this is on top of an $8,000 annual tuition).

On a website of a school connected to the church, it read “Parents of students are expected to do 30 hours of volunteer work for the church.  (not the school, but the church that presumably many parents do not belong to.)

As I read each of these websites, with their expectations, I wondered what it would be like if our church had these kinds of expectations of members—if the Greek Orthodox Church “expected” or “required” members to tithe 10% of their gross income to the church.  (On a side note, the Mormons require this, and most do it eagerly.  As you know, Mormons have large families with lots of children, and still they have no problem parting with 10% of their income.  There are also no poor Mormons—that’s because the Mormons take care of each other—when one family falls on hard times, there is lots of money in the church coffers to lend a hand.  I’m not advocating that we all become Mormons, just pointing out that they really have figured out how to support their church and their fellow congregants.  So have the Baptists.)  What would happen if the church required 10% giving from every family?  Would we still have a church?  You may think the above expectations are kind of strict, and perhaps they are, but each of these congregations is larger than ours so there are plenty of people who abide by these expectations. 
Can you imagine if the church required everyone to attend each Sunday?  The Canons of the church indicate that if a person misses the Divine Liturgy for three consecutive Sundays, that they are to be “excommunicated” from the church (i.e. cut off from Communion).  The only way back into the church having missed three weeks was to come and see the priest and have a prayer of restoration offered over you.  Incidentally, the church offers dispensation to new mothers, who are allowed to stay away from the church for 40 days to bond with their baby (and also because doctors tell you not to be around large crowds for about six weeks after a child is born.   Of course, we do the “40 days” in remembrance of the 40 days of the Lord in the Temple).  But if you recall from the 40 days service, which we have offered many times in our church, the second of four prayers offered over mother and child is actually the prayer of restoration to Communion for someone who has been away from the church.  So, can you imagine if we enforced this rule?  Well, I guess I’d be very busy before Christmas and Pascha reading restoration prayers for those who only come twice a year.
Can you imagine if the church required everyone to do 30 hours of volunteer work for the church each year?  We have roughly 1,200 members, times 30 hours for each—that’s 36,000 hours of volunteer work.  Certainly more than enough to cover the festival and the Parish Council.  That would be ample hours to feed the hungry, tend to the homes of elderly parishioners, drive people to church who needs rides, and LOTS of other things!

Unfortunately, we don’t have a church like this!  

Most people in Tampa (and in other Orthodox Churches) don’t even contribute 10% of 10% of their income, meaning most people don’t even contribute 1% of their income to the church.

Most people in the Orthodox Church do NOT attend church every Sunday.  If we have roughly 1,200 members in Tampa (not counting those on the mailing list who call us only for sacraments), and our average attendance is 300-350 people, that means that only about 25-30% of our people attend each Sunday.  Imagine if all 1,200 came each week—that would mean we’d either need a larger church or more liturgies or both!

And most people do not contribute 30 hours a year of volunteer work.  Some will make herculean efforts at the festival.  And a few make herculean efforts ALL year round through their work on the Parish Council, but the majority of people do not do much volunteer work.  And in terms of volunteer work for the greater humanity, not directly benefiting St. John or any of its organizations, there is hardly any at all.
We have expectations of the church

Everyone who is affiliated with the church, even the Chreasters (Christmas and Easter Christians) have expectations of the church, usually in the person of the priest.  When someone in our family is sick, we expect the priest to come and visit.  When we are in need of counsel, we expect the priest to provide a sympathetic ear and to listen to us with patience.  When we are in need of a sacrament—a wedding, a baptism, etc.—we expect the church to give its best for our moment of joy.  When we feel like coming to church on a Sunday, we expect a good service and a good sermon.  

Can you imagine if the church responded to your needs with mediocrity every time (Iyou’re your forgiveness for the times I have been mediocre—I hope that those have been the exception rather than the norm)?  Can you imagine if the liturgy was sloppy or the sermon was not thought out every Sunday?  What if you came in for counseling, ready to pour your heart out, and I said “Well, you’ve got five minutes, so go for it!”  Can you imagine if your loved one was dying and the priest refused to come?  You would say “who needs a church like this?”

So everyone who belongs to a church has expectations of the church, and of the priest and rightfully so.
We have expectations of God

Everyone has expectations of God as well.  We shouldn’t have expectations, in the sense of demands of God.  Rather, we should have hope in God.  I strive not to go to God with demands, but rather to approach Him with humility, praying that His will be done in all things and striving (sometimes more than others) to do His will.  I HOPE that God will have a place in His Kingdom for me.  I HOPE that when I approach God in confession that He will absolve my sins and take away my guilt.  I EXPECT that when I come to God in genuine repentance, that He offers 100% forgiveness.  I EXPECT that God will watch over my life, that He will guide and carry me through the rough patches.
Now, doesn’t it stand to reason that if we have expectations of the church, that the church has a right to have expectations of us?
Doesn’t it stand to reason that if we have expectations of God, that God has expectations of us?

And wouldn’t it be DISINGENUOUS of us to have expectations of God and of the church if we are unwilling to meet the expectations that God and the Church have for us?
If we expect God to guide our lives, then we must surrender control of our lives to Him.  After all, how can He guide us if we do not allow ourselves to be guided?

If we expect God to forgive our sins, then we must strive continually to repent of our sins and work towards following the commandments of God.

If we expect God to hold a place in His Kingdom for us, then we must be preparing for the Kingdom while we are alive on earth.

If we expect the Church to be here for us in our hour of need, then we must be there for the church in its hours of need.

If we expect to take things away from the church, then we must be willing to give to the church as well, so that there is something “to be taken” by us and by others.

If we expect our priest to respond to our spiritual needs, then we must be willing to respond with assistance in his ministry.  After all, our church has over 1,200 parishioners and ONE priest to serve ALL of their spiritual needs.  I rarely look at my watch when people come in for appointments—I am proud to say that I give generously of my time to parishioners who are in need—whether it is confession, counseling, or a visitation.  I try to give generously and without reservation.  And I try to give with joy.  When I make the rallying cry that we need help for the festival, or that it’s time for us to turn our stewardship forms, or that the church needs money in order to make needed repairs, I would hope that people will step forward generously, joyfully and without reservation.  And friends, this is usually not the case.  And this makes me sad.  Our drive to repair the stained glass windows has caused much consternation and is still not complete.  Our stewardship goal for the year has not been met.  As usual, the festival volunteers will go right down to the wire.  And I HOPE, that we will break our usual pattern on “traumatizing” one another at the festival—come with joy, come with generosity, come to serve.   

Some of you are very negative and your influence is HURTING our community, hurting our parish council, and hurting me personally.  Some of you sit in the back of the room, arms folded, not hurting, but not helping, not endorsing what is going on.  Your silence is deafening, and that hurts too.  Others are not sure how to help, or perhaps haven’t been invited, or perhaps lack the courage to step forward for FEAR of the negative ones.  That’s kind of sad.  And some of you make herculean efforts to move this church forward but giving generously of your time, and very generously of your treasure—and this is much appreciated.  Unfortunately, this is more the exception than the norm.  

Christ came to earth to show us how to love and how to give.  He showed us that negativity is ungodly.  He showed us that standing in the back and not making commitments is not Godly either.  He showed us that He was willing to stand with sinners and outcasts and love them.  He showed us that He would accept anyone willing to follow.  He showed us the ability to forgive any sinner who came in repentance, even a thief who repented in his final moments.  He showed us the ability to give everything, right down to His own life, for the good of others.  
So, as we enter the month of November, we enter a critical month in the life of the church.  This is the month where we have our festival—and we need giving that is joyful, not rabble-rousing.  We need lots of people giving lots of time in order for the festival to be successful.  This is the month where we nominate our leaders for the Parish Council—we need people to step forward who have a positive vision of what this church can be, and we need to support these people and stop criticizing them.  Many people don’t step forward because they are afraid that their service will be meet with criticism.  That’s true.  To those who consistently criticize our parish leadership, please stop!  This is the month where we send out our stewardship information for the following year, in anticipation of our stewardship Sunday in December.  And so it is a time when we consider what will we offer to the church for next year—from our time, our talent and our treasure.  And this is the month where we celebrate Thanksgiving—so it is a time to thank God for everything He has given us, and to some of us He has given so much.  When God has blessed you with a child or children, with length of years, with grandchildren, with a home, with a nice car, with a good career, with good health—don’t you WANT to step forward and show your thanks to Him?  Why does that seem so hard?  Is it that we’ve become enamored with our things to the degree that we hoard our things as OUR things, rather than His blessings?!

I apologize that this month’s message is not overwhelmingly positive.  It is overwhelmingly honest.  I stood up in church a few weeks back and talked about all of the physical problems with the church that need repair and how we need to step forward and do what’s needed to fix them.  One couple stepped forward and gave a check for $1,000 for the repairs, as a donation, with the provision that they not be named.  And many others stepped into the hall and started gossiping about the sermon, the parish council, the “needed” repairs, and about me.  As if what I said had NO affect on them at all.  And that makes me sad, and I’ll be honest, frustrated.  It makes me seriously question the direction of this community.  

When we NORMALIZE meeting the expectations of God and of the church in ways that are consistently generous and consistently joyful, we will know exactly how glorious the church on earth can be.  We will know exactly how helpful and impactful it can be.  We will know how loving and giving it can be.  But until that happens, I am left to wonder, and hope that the church in heaven will not be anything like the church on earth.  

I enjoy celebrating the Divine Liturgy on the many occasions that it is celebrated.  I consider the greatest privilege in my life, the ability to commune with the Almighty God.  I consider it a privilege that God has entrusted me with the care of a little boy named Nicholas—and I consider it not only a duty but a privilege to bring him to church regularly.  What a great joy it is at night when we pray as a family before bed.  Or when he talks about Jesus.  Or when he tells us to hurry up to come to the table so that we can pray before we eat.  This is a privilege.  What a privilege that God has blessed me with a wife who stands by, in good times and in bad times.  And what a privilege it is to pray for her and for us.  What a privilege that I have a nice home in which to live.  What a privilege that God has put me in a position to own a home, to own a car, and all the other blessings I enjoy.  And when I am able to help someone, what a privilege it is that God has put me in positions to help people, and what a blessing that He always seems to bring the right things to my mind and my mouth, so that He is working through my unworthy person.

When I was much younger, there were many times that people helped me who didn’t have to help me—they weren’t my parents or related to me in any way.  But I remember these occasions and will always be grateful to these people.  Allow me to relate two stories—one man put up a large sum of money to help me on a project in college.  I asked him, “Why are you giving me this money to help on this project?  You hardly know me.”  He answered “because I can, because God has given me the means to do this.”  I asked him, “How can I ever repay you?”  He answered, “do it for someone else.”  And now, when there is an opportunity to help, especially in a financial way, I honor him by doing the same thing, reaching in my pocket and giving, without any expectation of return, telling the person “pay it forward, to it for someone else.”  And when asked, “Why are you helping me?”  my response is, “because someone helped me.”  On another occasion, a priest bought me the book “When bad things happen to Good People” by Harold Kuschner.  After the Bible, it is one of the most influential books I have ever read.  It has had a profound impact on my life.  I remember when the priest gave me the book, I asked him “how much do I owe you for the book?”  He answered, “Just buy it for someone else.”  I have given this book to many people in our community and other places.  Over the years I have probably bought and given away 200 of these books.  I probably give away 10 of them a year so it costs me roughly $120 a year to give away these books.  I’ve never finished $120 short in a year.  Because I am doing good with what God has given me, and paying back many times over the kindness given to me so many years ago, God blesses what I’m offering to Him.

So, in what is usually the most critical month in our church year here in Tampa, please give some thought to GIVING.  You have expectations of the church.  You have expectations of God.  You have expectations of me.  It is natural, and FAIR for God, for the church and for the priest to have expectations of you.

It is a privilege to live.  It is a privilege to have.  It is a privilege to give.  It is a privilege to serve.  And if we see all of these things as the privileges that they are, and if we give back generously and joyfully, and faithfully, then we will have the greatest privilege of all—eternal life, eternal joy!

With love in the Lord,

+Fr. Stavros N. Akrotirianakis

The Meaning of the Word “Faithful” by Father Stavros
In the context of marriage, the concept of being “faithful” is tied to not cheating on your spouse.  Basically, it is tied to “avoiding a negative.” There are, however, many people who are faithful to their marriage in the sense that they don’t commit adultery, who can still be considered “unfaithful,” when you look at faithfulness as a positive quality.  Being “faithful” to your spouse encompasses a lot more than just not cheating on them.  Being “faithful” to your spouse means being in sync with them.  It means being checked in to your marriage.  It means taking time on a regular basis to spend time with your spouse, to be positive and supportive, to take time to have fun, to be romantic.  It means saying you are sorry when you screw up and trying to do better next time.  It means continually striving to deepen your love for your spouse and take your relationship to newer and deeper levels.  This is what it means to be faithful in marriage.  If you neglect your spouse, because you never spend time together, or because you are constantly fighting, or because you are disrespectful, you can still be classified as “unfaithful” even if you aren’t committing adultery.  Faithfulness is not avoiding a negative—it is STRIVING for the positive consistently and joyfully.
In the context of our Christian life, being faithful to God is not just avoiding the negative.  It’s not just about being “good.”  There are plenty of law-abiding “Christians” who rarely pray, enjoy engaging in gossip, who are selfish and self-serving, and who just aren’t nice.  But in the eyes of the civil law, they are “good.”  Even people who are “good” in the sense that they do some good things in their life are not necessarily “faithful” when it comes to God.  Just like in marriage, being “faithful” to God is about being clued in, in tune, in sync with God, and doing so consistently and joyfully.  It means checking in with God through regular prayer and worship.  It means taking time to spend with God, it means being a vessel for God to work through, it means radiating Godly things like love, joy, peace and patience with other people.  Being faithful to God means loving other people, and being charitable with others.  It doesn’t mean waiting for the church to beg for your charity.  It doesn’t mean waiting to be assessed in your taxes.  It means developing your own intrinsic love for helping others, for giving to others.  There are all kinds of people in our churches.  Some radiate goodness.  Some are alive with God.  And some are spiritually dead, bodies taking up space who have neither joy nor purpose in their faith, who have no desire to grow in the things of God.
A marriage will weaken if a couple doesn’t take time to work at it.  That is because just like a beautiful garden is eventually overrun with weeds if it is not tended to, a beautiful marriage can be overrun with the weeds and thorns and temptations of life if it is not tended to.  

And the same holds true for a “marriage” with God.  Our relationship with God will weaken if we don’t take time to work at it.  That is because just like a beautiful garden is eventually overrun with weeds if not tended to, a beautiful Christian heart can be overrun with the weeds and thorns and temptations of life if it is not tended to.

So, just as in marriage, it is not enough just to show up, exist and avoid adultery in order to be faithful, it requires much more than just showing and not doing anything really wrong in order to be a faithful Christian.  Faithfulness is not about avoiding the negative.  It is about growing towards the positive.  And this only happens with effort!  

For those who are married, ask yourself, “Am I faithful to my spouse and to my marriage?”

And whether you are married or not, ask yourself “Am I faithful to God and to my Christianity?”  

The Role of Religion and Politics by Father Stavros
In college, I was a history major, with an emphasis on early American history.  I studied documents like the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution to the point where I could recite both from memory.  One of the big premises of the newly formed United States government was the concept of the separation of the church and the state.  The state would not interfere in the religious life of America.  It would allow ALL religions the freedom of expression.  Ostensibly, the United States, at the time of its formation, was a Christian country.  There were certainly many denominations of Christianity present from the very start.  And there were many non-Christian groups in the country as well.  And all were left essentially alone to express their faith in the way that they wished.

Fast forward a couple of centuries, and you see that a lot has changed.  In my opinion, and in the opinion of many others, this country is becoming increasingly hostile towards Christians, particularly devout Christians.  If a Christian wants to make an expression of his Christianity, he is almost seen as a fanatic or intolerant.  The Ten Commandments, the backbone of the legal system in Western Civilization, have been banished from the Courthouse.  Prayers can no longer be said publicly in many places.  Several year ago, the President of the United States committed adultery with a young girl and there was no public outrage.  In fact years ago, when I spoke to some teens at summer camp one year about sexual immorality, one of them challenged me “what’s the big deal, Father, the president did it?”  
Where the government was formed in order to provide for a common defense and civil order—providing roads, utilities, schools, and guaranteeing that freedom was not threatened—it seems that the government increasingly overstretches itself and makes policy in areas of morality, areas that are covered by the Bible and theology, areas that are supposed to be the purview of churches, and areas that are increasingly incongruent with Christianity.  The Bible speaks to the definition of marriage.  The Bible speaks to the sanctity of life.  The Bible speaks about morality and righteousness.  And now, the Bible is seen as “out of date.”
Once in a while, I make a statement on morality and am accused of bringing politics into the pulpit.  Our society, whether because of political influence or not, has made morality relative.  I confess that when I was in high school, I wrote a paper defending abortion.  I wrote another defending physician assisted suicide.  Over the years, as I have acquired more education, maturity and life experience, my views on both of these subjects have changed.  I have seen the devastating life consequences that abortions have had on my spiritual children who have cried in front of me about this over the years.  I have seen the faithful and even heroic steadfastness of people who are afflicted with painful and incurable disease who have shown patience while joyfully awaiting their passage through death to everlasting life.  
As I mentioned in the above articles, I find great joy in giving, not because I am compelled to do so by the government, but because I find intrinsic value in giving to others.  Perhaps the government has to compel us to give to help the social welfare because that is the only way it can happen.  I disagree with that.  

Christian morality is slowly eroding and we are experiencing “a new normal.”  Those who cannot “evolve” (really “devolve” would be the right word) are now seen as being intolerant.  The family unit and the sacrament of marriage, the fabric that has held our world together from the beginning of time, is now viewed as passé and those who defend marriage are seen as radicals.  How arrogant are we as a society to think that we’ve discovered new ways to define family that have eluded the entirety of human history!!!  Do we really think that we’ve discovered a better and more wholesome way of life than EVERYONE who went before us, as if they were ALL wrong and we are all right?!  This is the height of arrogance!

Why is there so much anger in politics?  Because politics is trying to redefine our morality, and we are not all in agreement on that.  So there are passionate people taking strong stands on moral issues like abortion, welfare, and the definition of marriage that are clearly defined in the Bible and were, up until recent times, the purview of the Christian church.  Perhaps the churches have become so enmeshed in redefining themselves that they have fumbled the moral football, only to have it recovered by the government.  No one is going to get angry about having clean water or clean air, or being protected by the police.  But people get more and more angry as more and more control of morals and values is usurped by whoever holds office.  I fear that there is going to be a day when we have to take the cross off of our church.  I fear that I might not make it 30 more years as a priest—that they’ll take away our churches between now and then.  Think I’m crazy?  Well, if you stood up 100 years ago and predicted the state of moral decay that the world is in in 2012, you would have been laughed at.  It goes back to the story of the frogs in the pot of water.  As the water became warmer, the frogs “adjusted” instead of jumping out.  And they adjusted and adjusted and adjusted so much that eventually the water came to a boil and killed them.  This is what is happening in our country—Christian values are under assault, to the point that if we are not careful, our church may one day no longer be here—it may have to go underground again, as in the days of the Turkish occupation.
Sadly, it seems that today government is not about protecting the governed as one united body, but influencing one’s agenda. In fact, government, as defined by our constitution, has no become passé.  What we have in its place are politics and political agendas.  Now, you might accuse me of having an agenda, and in one sense you would be right.  My “agenda” is to preach God’s word—which speaks to the sanctity of life, love of your neighbor (not “assessed” love but intrinsic love), the importance of the family and the value of every person.  On November 6, please pray for America, that God stands beside her, and guides her, with the Light from Above, that God’s speaks good things into the hearts of the voters and those whom we elect, and that those who are elected are humble enough to preserve and defend our right to worship God as Orthodox Christians, and to not marginalize and ridicule the values that we Christians hold dear!  As an American, it is my right to write this!  As a priest, it is my duty to stick up for our faith and our values, and encourage you to do the same!  This is not a political commentary, so much as it is a defense of all that we as Christians hold dear!
Parish Registry

Baptism-William Joseph Stuhlsatz, son of Thomas and Stephanie Stuhlsatz, was baptized on Saturday, September 29.  Godparents were Dean and Maria Xenick.  Na Sas Zisi!
Baptism-Zoey Lazaridis, daughter of Nick and Angela Lazaridis, was baptized on Sunday, September 30.  Godparents were Alexander Andrianos and Kristin Mackey.  Na Sas Zisi!

Wedding-Dante Michael Skourellos and Lindsey Graham were married on Saturday, October 13.  The Koumbaro was Michael Skourellos.  Congratulations!

Trisagion-Elizabeth Korakis passed away on October 11.  A Trisagion was offered on Sunday, October 14.  May her memory be eternal!

Condolences to Nick Antonakakis whose sister, Irene, passed away on October 11, and whose brother, passed away on October 15.  May their memories be eternal!

Condolences to Mick Scharbach, on the passing away of his grandmother, Alma Coover.  May her memory be eternal!

Condolences to the family and friends of Ann Bartley, who passed away on October 11.  May her memory be eternal!

Liturgical Schedule for November

Thursday, November 1
Feast of Sts. Cosmas and Damian, the Unmercenary Healers





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

Sunday, November 4

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)
Ushers: Nick Kavouklis, Gregory Tisdale, Demetrios Halkias
Coffee Hour: Daughters of Penelope
Thursday, November 8
Feast of the Archangels





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

Friday, November 9

Feast of St. Nectarios





Orthros 8:00 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 9:00 a.m.

Father Stavros will anoint the faithful with the oil of St. Nectarios after Liturgy.

Note:Divine Liturgy will begin one hour earlier because of the Festival

Sunday, November 11
Orthros 7:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 9:00 a.m.

Note: Divine Liturgy will begin one hour earlier because of the Festival

Altar Boys: Anyone attending may serve
Ushers: Peter Theophanous, Ron Myer, John Alexander
Coffee Hour: No Coffee Hour-Greek Festival
Tuesday, November 13
Feast of St. John Chrysostom





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

Sunday, November 18
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, Tyler Shanahan)
Ushers: Brett Mourer, Kevin Fentress, Jason Pill
Coffee Hour: Philoptochos
Wednesday, November 21
Evening Divine Liturgy- Entrance of Virgin Mary/Thanksgiving




Orthros 5:00 p.m.
Divine Liturgy 6:00 p.m.
Sunday, November 25
Feast of St. Katherine





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

Altar Boys: Anyone attending may serve
Ushers: Amin Hanhan, Florian Royack, Mike Trimis
Coffee Hour: Young at Heart
Friday, November 30

Feast of St. Andrew




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

Sunday, December 2

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: Chris Kavouklis, George Fellios, Florin Patrasciou
Coffee Hour: Community Outreach
Tuesday, December 4
Feast of St. Barbara




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

Thursday, December 6
Feast of St. Nicholas




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

Sunday, December 9

Feast of St. Anna




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: Pete Trakas, Ed Gerecke, David Voykin
Coffee Hour: Bible Study
Feastdays in November-Why we are celebrating Liturgy on these weekdays

November 1
Feast of Sts. Cosmas and Damian, the Unmercenary Healers-Sts. Cosmas and Damian are the Patron Saints of the Philoptochos, as they went from place to place healing people and not taking any money for their services.  Sts. Cosmas and Damian (called the Agioi Anargyroi) are also saints we pray for intercession to when we are sick, and also are patron saints of doctors.

November 8
Feast of the Archangels-This feast commemorates the Archangels Michael and Gabriel and all of the “bodiless powers” of heaven, all of the angels.

November 9
Feast of St. Nectarios-St. Nectarios is a “modern day” saint, a saint of the 20th Century, (Died in 1920, Canonized as a Saint in 1960), who was a bishop in Greece.  St. Nectarios is the patron saint of cancer patients and is considered one of our “healing” saints, meaning that we invoke his intercessions when we are praying for those who are sick.  Cancer sufferers and survivors are urged to attend this Liturgy in order to pray for continued healing through the Intercessions of St. Nectarios.  Father Stavros has oil from the tomb of St. Nectarios in Aegina, Greece, with which he will anoint the faithful in attendance at the conclusion of the Divine Liturgy on November 9

November 13
Feast of St. John Chrysostom-St. John Chrysostom lived in the 4th Century.  He was a Bishop of the Church and is recognized as one of the Three Hierarchs (together with St. Basil the Great and St. Gregory the Theologian).  He received the title “Chrysostomos,” meaning “the Golden Mouth,” for his great ability in oratory.  St. John Chrysostom authored the Divine Liturgy that we celebrate on most Sundays.  Therefore, we offer the Divine Liturgy on this day in honor of St. John Chrysostom.
Evening Liturgy for Feast of the Entrance of the Virgin Mary—Thanksgiving—November 21-The Entrance of the Virgin Mary (Ta Eisodia) Commemorates when the Virgin Mary entered into the Temple at age two to begin a life of service to God, in preparation for the awesome role she would play in the history of humanity as the Theotokos. This is one of the 12 Major Feastdays of the Orthodox Liturgical Year.  In Greek the word for Thanksgiving is “Eucharistia,” so the Holy Eucharist is the “Holy Thanksgiving.”  As we celebrate Thanksgiving with turkey and the Dallas Cowboys on Thursday, set aside Wednesday to receive the Holy Thanksgiving. As is our custom at St. John, we will celebrate Divine Liturgy for Thanksgiving on Wednesday, November 21 at 6:00 p.m. commemorating the Entrance of the Virgin Mary and Thanksgiving.
November 25
Feast of St. Katherine the Great Martyr- St. Katherine was born in Alexandria, Egypt in the third century.  She was very wise and eloquent, successfully arguing for Christianity in the face of tyrannical rulers and philosophers.  She was martyred in the year 305 and her relics were taken by Angels to Mount Sinai where they were discovered many years later.  St. Katherine has the title “Pansophou” the “All-Wise.”  
November 30
Feast of St. Andrew-St. Andrew is the first-called of the Apostles.  He is also the patron saint of the Ecumenical Patriarchate.

Community News
Greek Festival-Volunteers Needed-As we all know, the Annual St. John Greek festival will be held November 9-11.  Everyone’s help is needed to make this festival a success.  The festival hours are Friday, November 9 from 11:00 a.m.-midnight; Saturday, November 10 from 11:00 a.m.-midnight and Sunday, November 11, from 11:00 a.m.-6:00 p.m.  Please note that Divine Liturgy will be held from 9:00-10:15 a.m. on Sunday, November 11.  Help is also needed on November 7 and 8 for festival set-up and on November 12 for clean-up.  A final sign-up day will be on Sunday, November 4, so please sign up to work at the festival on that day if you haven’t already.  If for some reason, you do not sign up to work at the festival, just ask for Ourania Stephanides and she will direct you where to work.  
Get Acquainted Sunday-November 4—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 November will be Sunday, November 7.

Parish Assembly-The Fall Parish Assembly will be held on Sunday, November 25, following Divine Liturgy.  An agenda will be mailed in advance to all members in good standing.  Primary topics include the 2013 budget as well as nominations for Parish Council and Audit Committee and Election of an Election Committee. Parish Council Elections are Sunday, December 9.

Office Closed for Thanksgiving-The Church office will be closed for Thanksgiving on Thursday, November 22 and Friday, November 23.
A WORD OF MANY THANKS!

Dear Parishioners,

My family and I wish to thank each and every one of you for the most wonderful and heart-felt send-off you gave me on the 16th of September, the day before Doris and I left for Greece to begin “my retirement”.

After the eight wonderful years, during which  I have had the opportunity to be an active member of our Community as your Church Office Secretary,  it is extremely difficult for me to say “GOODBYE” to each and every one of you, with whom I have shared fellowship  and friendship ! So, I am saying “SO LONG” and I will see you during the next Church Service at St. John.

Again, Thank you and

Have a blessed day!

Nick Andreadakis

Ministries
Community Outreach Initiative
Thank you to everyone who continues to support our Community Outreach ministry to serve the homeless and those in need.  In addition to supporting First Presbyterian Church’s breakfast for the homeless on the 3rd Saturday of each month, in November (November 17) and December (December 15) we will have opportunities to work in the Metropolitan Ministries' Holiday Tent.  

 

On November 20 from 11am-2pm, we will need 12 volunteers to help distribute food to families in need for Thanksgiving in the Metropolitan Ministries Holiday Tent just north of downtown Tampa .  Volunteers in the Holiday Tent do a wide variety of tasks, including sorting canned goods, assisting families with registration on the computer, or walking families through the food shopping area (just to name a few).  This is a great opportunity for families with children over the age of 8.  Last year, approximately 30,000 families were served in the Holiday Tent with food for Thanksgiving.  The Joy/Hope "Boxes of Hope" food drive supports the families who come to the Holiday Tent.  

 

Please also save the date to volunteer in the Metropolitan Ministries Holiday Tent for Christmas on December 21st from 3:30pm-6:30pm and December 23 from 2:00pm-4:30pm.  We will need 25 volunteers for both dates.

 

If you would like to get more information about these events or to sign up, please contact Betty Katherine Palios at bettypalios@gmail.com or 813-468-1596.

Bible Study

Bible Study is held on Monday evenings from 6:30-8:00 p.m. in the new meeting room in the library of the School Building.  The class is led by Dr. Bill Manikas.  All are welcome to join us.  Just bring a Bible with you.  Bible Study will meet in November on November 5, 19 and 26.
GOYA

November Meeting-The GOYA Meeting for November will be held on Sunday, November 18 from 5:00-7:30 p.m. in the Kourmolis Center.  Dinner, as always, will be provided.

HOPE/JOY

HOPE/JOY Thanksgiving Food Drive-“Boxes of Hope”—Our Hope/Joy is sponsoring a food collection drive during this Thanksgiving season.  Please bring donations on November 4, 11 or 18 so they can be delivered before Thanksgiving.  (See enclosed flyer)

Meeting Schedule for November
Tuesday
November
6
Young at Heart 
11:00 a.m.
Kourmolis Center

Sunday
November 
18
AHEPA/Daughter
After Liturgy
Zaharias Room

Sunday
November 
18
GOYA


5:00 p.m.
Kourmolis Center

Sunday
November
25
Parish Assembly
After Liturgy
Kourmolis Center

SUNDAY SCHOOL NEWS;

The Sunday School collected 112 boxes of cereal for our Cereal Drive for the needy.  We surpassed our goal of 100!  What a wonderful showing of generosity, from our children, to others that are less fortunate.  Thank you so much. 

Our second YOUTH SUNDAY was a huge success.  We would like to thank all our students who sang the Liturgical Hymns with the choir, Laura Paloumpis for reading the Epistle, and our two Narthex Angels for passing out the bulletin and greeting the parishioners.  Our Narthex Angels were Nedi Ferekides and Arianna Krinos.  Wasn't the PROSFORO delicious?  We would like to thank our Kindergarteners for making this special bread.   

One of the purposes of our Music Program is to cultivate future choir members.  Every year we encourage our High School students to join the choir as an apprentice.  They do not need to go to rehearsals or have a great voice, but they do need to be on time.  This year we are thankful that we have two students who have participated with the choir this year.  They are Arianna Krinos and Thanasi Halkas and we hope they continue for years to come.

SEPTEMBER 23rd LESSON UPDATE:

PRE-SCHOOL:  The class learned about Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden.  Discussed the importance and role of our Godparents.  The students decorated cards to give to their Godparents.

KINDERGARTEN:  The class learned that a priest is "God's special helper".  The children discussed what a priest does and created questions that they asked Fr. Stavros.  The teachers brought the children in to meet Fr. Stavros after the service.  We would like to thank him for spending this special time with our little ones.  The class also discussed the importance and role of our Godparents.  The students decorated cards to give to their Godparents.  The children also learned a classic Sunday School song,"Rise & Shine".  They will add verses to it over the next few weeks.

FIRST GRADE:  Lesson:  God teaches us how to live.   Discussed the importance and role of our Godparents.  The students decorated cards to give to them.

SECOND GRADE:  The class learned that God's greatest gift to us is JESUS.  Discussed the saints "Name Days" and the importance and role of our Godparents. The students decorated cards to give to their Godparents.  They also made bookmarks with the Bible verse, "For God so loved the world……….."

THIRD AND FOURTH GRADE:  Discussed the Bible verse Mark 12:31,  "You should love your neighbor as yourself."   The class also discussed the importance and role of our Godparents. The students decorated cards to give to their them.

FIFTH AND SIXTH GRADE:  The class discussed the importance and role of our Godparents.  They also decorated cards to give to their Godparents. The students made bookmarks with two different quotes from the bible and previewed our new books.  

SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADE:  Lesson:  Champions of Faith.  How do we become saints?   Discussed the importance and role of our Godparents. The students decorated cards to give to them.

HIGH SCHOOL:  Understanding the Gospel Reading-Luke 5:1-11.  Introduction to "Heaven on Earth Workbook - The Divine Liturgy".   Discussed the importance and role of Godparents.  The students decorated cards to give to their Godparents.

SEPTEMBER 30th LESSON UPDATE:

PRE-SCHOOL:  The class learned about Noah's Ark.  The child made a Noah's Ark craft.

KINDERGARTEN:  Review the first line + Discussion of what the second line of the Lords Prayer means in language the children can relate to = God likes us to have great listening ears for him here and now on earth, just like they do in heaven.  We related this to how being obedient to God's word can also show up by having good listening ears for those who care and love us right now = our BE OBEDIENT theme.  The students made a craft that will remind the children of God's love for them and to keep making those daily "phone calls" of prayers to him.  We continued the children's  "monetary care of Gods' house" with the children's donation each week via the parents.  Our first student was able to take our class donations to the treasurers/accountants in the hall after class.  Our kindergarten students will be making Prosforo on Sunday.

FIRST GRADE:  Lesson:  We believe that God cares how we feel.

SECOND GRADE:  The class discussed how Jesus wants us to love God with all our heart, all our soul, all our mind, and all our strength.

THIRD AND FOURTH GRADE:  The class learned the story of Cain and Abel and that God wants us to share. 

FIFTH AND SIXTH GRADE:  The students learned about the preparation of the Holy Gifts.  We actually had prosforo that we cut and placed on the Disko just like Fr. Starvos does during the vesper service.  We also learned when the bread and wine is changed to the Body and Blood of Christ and when the Body is transferred into the Chalice. 

SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADE:  The students learned about who the saints are and how we use them.  They also heard the story of St. Barbara.  The class ended with a fun Sunday School Activity.

HIGH SCHOOL:  Understanding the Gospel Lesson.  Issued a challenge of FORGIVENESS and MERCY for the upcoming week.  The class learned about the first liturgies of the 1st century.  This Divine Liturgy consisted of reading the manuscripts of Christ's life commemoration of the Last Supper and prayers.  In the 9th century hymns were added and it began to resemble the Divine Liturgy of today. 

OCTOBER 7TH LESSON UPDATE:

PRE-SCHOOL:  The class learned about Moses - Among the Bulrushes.  They heard the bible story and had a discussion.  The children colored a sheet of Moses in the basket.

KINDERGARTEN:  Our kindergarten students made the Prosforo for this Sunday's Youth Service.  The students were amazing at measuring, mixing, kneading, shaping, and imprinting the Prosforo stamp on each of the loaves.  The students learned what each part of the seal means and what the prosforo is used for and why. 

FIRST GRADE:  Lesson:  We believe that God wants us to help others.

SECOND GRADE:  LESSON:  Today we talked about the life and sainthood of Saint Demetrios and the greatest commandment, which is to love God with all our heart, mind, strength and soul.
THIRD AND FOURTH GRADE:  The class learned the story of God's Covenant with Abraham.  The students learned that God blessed Abraham by making him the father of the Hebrew people.  Through Jesus we are all God's people.  

FIFTH AND SIXTH GRADE:  The students learned that the Divine Liturgy is divided into two parts (The Word - The Eucharist).  They also got a chance to touch, use, and learn about the church vessels (Chalice, Disko/Star, Communion Cover Set, The Gospel, the Censor, etc.)  The class role played the Divine Liturgy starting with the preparation of the Holy Gifts all the way through receiving Communion.

SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADE:  The students reviewed the story of St. Barbara.  The class discussed the Gospel Lesson and the Epistle Reading.

HIGH SCHOOL:  The class discussed the various gifts that they are blessed with in their lives.   They followed up on the challenge that was given last week, which was to show mercy to someone they might not normally. The students learned about the Vespers and Orthos Services.  The read and discussed Psalm 103 (104) from the Orthos Service.

OCTOBER 14TH LESSON UPDATE:

PRE-SCHOOL:  The class learned about Moses and the burning bush.  How Moses led the people out of Egypt.  The children made a bookmark craft.

KINDERGARTEN:  The class read the Parable of the Sower… discussed how the seeds are God's Word that will grow in their hearts.  The class sang a song about this lesson.  They also reviewed the Lord's Prayer.

FIRST GRADE:  Lesson:  We should always be thankful to God.  The class made a fall wreath and wrote names of the people they love.  The class read the story of Noah and discussed what they are thankful for and who they love. 

SECOND GRADE:  LESSON:  Today we talked about loving one another and loving God, which is what Jesus wants us to do.
THIRD AND FOURTH GRADE:  The class learned the story of Moses receiving the Ten Commandments.  The class discussed the commandments and how we can obey them.  The students also learned the two greatest commandments that God gave us. 1. You shall love the Lord with all your heart, and with all you soul, and with all you mind, and with all your strength.  2.  You shall love your neighbor as yourself.

FIFTH AND SIXTH GRADE:  The class read a discussed the meaning of the Gospel Today:  The Parable of the Sower.  The students reviewed the Divine Liturgy and what happens after Holy Communion, ( The Thanksgiving Prayer after receiving Communion, the dismissal, memorial service, and the sermon.)  We review the Divine Liturgy using the church vessels (Chalice, Disko/Star, Communion Cover Set, The Gospel, the Censor, etc.)  

SEVENTH AND EIGHTH GRADE:  The students learned the story of St. Euphemia.

HIGH SCHOOL:  Lesson:  Start of the Divine Liturgy.  Gospel:  How to cultivate good soil?

Please feel free to contact us with any questions, suggestions, or comments regarding St. John’s Sunday School Program.  Parents:  If you do not receive our weekly e-mails about our Sunday School Program, please contact Vickie Peckham at 406-5626 or e-mail her at rpeckham@tampabay.rr.com.
Stewardship (as of October 15)






October 15, 2012

October 15, 2011
Number of Steward Families

283



310
Total Pledged



$279,291


$290,150

Total Collected


$252,049


$235,571

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 its doors open, but to offer its many ministries.  We all benefit from the church.  We must all do our part in support of our church!

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT OF ST. JOHN GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH

Looking ahead, stewardship packets for 2013 will be mailed towards the end of November.  Stewardship Sunday is December 9.

Parish Council Elections

As the month of November rolls around, it will be time to start thinking about Parish Council Elections.  On November 25 we will hold our fall Parish Assembly and open up nominations for the Parish Council.  This year, there are six (6) positions coming up for election for a two-year term.  According to the Parish By-laws which were updated this past spring, nominations for the Parish Council will be closed following the Parish Assembly Meeting on Sunday, November 25.  If you wish to be nominated for the Parish Council, please plan to attend the meeting on Sunday, November 25 and have someone nominate you, or send a letter to Fr. Stavros by Wednesday, November 21 (office closed on November 22-23 for Thanksgiving) stating your wish to be nominated for the Parish Council and he will read it at the meeting and have someone nominate you.  Parish Council Elections will be held on Sunday, December 9, following Divine Liturgy.  A mailing to all eligible voters will occur following the close of the nominations period which will have the names of the candidates, a picture of each candidate and a statement by each candidate.  

In preparation for nominations and elections, please keep in mind the following:  
1)Regarding eligibility to be a candidate for the Parish Council:  Uniform Parish Regulations (UPR) Article 18, Section 1:

PARISHIONERS

Section 1: Every person who is baptized and chrismated according to the rites of the Orthodox Church is a parishioner. The religious, moral and social duties of a parishioner are to apply the tenets of the Orthodox Faith to his/her life and to: adhere to and live according to the tenets of the Orthodox faith; faithfully attend the Divine Liturgy and other worship services; participate regularly in the holy sacraments; respect all ecclesiastical authority and all governing bodies of the Church; be obedient in matters of the Faith, practice and ecclesiastical order; contribute towards the progress of the Church's sacred mission; and be an effective witness and example of the Orthodox Faith and Traditions to all people.

A parishioner in good standing practices all the religious and moral duties as described in this Section 1. At a minimum, a parishioner in good standing must: be eighteen years of age or over; be current in his or her stewardship and other financial obligations to the Parish, abide by all the regulations herein stated and the Parish Bylaws; and cooperate in every way towards the welfare and well being of the Parish. (Stewardship is recommended to be ten percent (10%) of one’s annual income as stated in Holy Scripture to help meet the financial obligations of the Parish, the Metropolis and the Archdiocese.)

2)Regarding Election of Parish Council: UPR Article 25, Section Two

Section 2: A candidate for the Parish Council must be a parishioner in good standing of the Parish for at least one (1) year immediately preceding the date of the election and must live his or her life in accordance with the Faith and canons of the Church. The Priest determines whether the Parishioners are in canonical and financial good standing as specified in Article 18, Sections 1 through 3.

Section 3: Candidates for election to the Parish Council shall be nominated in accordance with the provisions of the Parish Bylaws.

A. All candidates shall attend a seminar conducted by the Priest prior to the election at which the Priest shall discuss and explain to the candidates the Uniform Parish Regulations, and the significance of the affirmation of office.

B. At the discretion of the respective Hierarch, such seminar may be held locally or regionally, provided that candidates are given appropriate advance notice and more than one reasonable opportunity to attend the seminar in a location within close proximity to the applicable Parish. A seminar for Parish Council Candidates will be held on Saturday, November 17, at St. Stephanos in St. Petersburg.
C. In the event that an otherwise eligible candidate(s) cannot attend the scheduled seminar(s) for justifiable cause, the Priest shall meet privately with such individual(s) to provide the seminar.

D. At the conclusion of the seminar all candidates must sign a statement acknowledging that they understand the Regulations and will abide by them and the affirmation of office. If a candidate for the Parish Council does not attend a seminar and sign the statement, his/her name shall be deleted from the list of candidates.

~ AS WE HAVE DONE IN YEAR’S PAST, ALL PARISH COUNCIL CANDIDATES, regardless of whether they have served before or not, will be required to meet with Father Stavros prior to November 28, for a one hour meeting at the office at a time of their choosing.  Any candidate who does not attend this one–hour appointment will be taken off of the ballot.  There will be no exceptions.  The reason for this is to establish a good working relationship between priest and potential parish council member, and to understand what is involved in being a Parish Council member at St. John.  This meeting with Fr. Stavros will address the particular needs and expectations of a Parish Council member at St. John.  

~Each candidate is asked to write a half a page on why they want to run for the Parish Council and to supply a recent photograph that is able to be photocopied well.  The statement and photo need to be to the church office no later than Wednesday, November 28.

Thank you for your interest in being a Parish Council candidate.  If you have any questions on any of the above, please feel free to contact me at any time.


+FR. STAVROS

I Worship in Silence

By Arianna Krinos

As the servants of our Most Powerful God, how are we projected to approach His omnipotent truth? An elementary teaching of, forgive me if I leave one unchecked, all Christian denominations is the doctrine that God is great…and we are small. This one simple belief is what makes our Creator the Creator. Now, the dependence on personal or denominational belief is recognized when the question is asked—does our God recognize our offerings to Him, though they are significantly inferior?

In the Orthodox faith, we believe that God is “pleased to accept from our hands” those sessions of worship that the faithful put forth. Yet, the concept is one adorned in controversial argument. 

A portion of one of my favorite prayers reads, “I worship in silence Your holy will; I offer myself to You as a living sacrifice…” What, then, is meant by silence? Is it meaning to say the melancholy peace achieved through the absence of sound? Or, is it rather meant to express an absence of protest, the result of a predetermined absolution? Could it be possible that our small and worthless sacrifices and praises displease Him? After all, He is “surrounded by thousands of Archangels and tens of thousands of Angels,” isn’t He? 

Martin Luther popularized the concept of “justification by faith alone” in Europe during the period of the Renaissance. Founder of Lutheranism, his criticisms of Catholicism included depreciation of five of the seven sacraments, as well as the veneration of saints and relics, and things like pilgrimages, monasticism, and the belief that celibacy held a special holiness therein. Martin Luther is often credited to the doctrines of predestination (salvation is dependent upon a person’s set future; already decided) and belief that no submission to the Lord is neither wanted nor needed by Him. Luther’s “twin pillars of Protestantism,” as they are now dubbed, include the preceding paired with dependence upon the Bible as a sole religious authority. Why, then, do portions of Luther’s own German translation of the Bible read, in English, “Lord, I waityou’re your salvation.”  (Exodus 49:18) and the like? Does not a reliance upon the Bible suggest that an adherence to the principle that a pure earthly life is the anecdote worthy of reprise, the one that ends happily? It certainly seems as though Biblical figures urge such an adherence, and do not strive for salvation because it has been granted to them already. Do not Biblical figures (many also referenced in Luther’s Bible) also readily offer sacrifice of any kind to the Lord? Does He resent them for this? 

Logic suggests that a merciful God does not discriminate between prayers sent in incense and the many wonders He owns and is able to create. If the Lord’s primary conviction is to love us; if He is our Father and we are children of the Lord, does not a father lovingly accept a card covered in a messy scrawl from his child, when he also could hang a picture of an acclaimed artwork on his wall or refrigerator? A father of this earth expects good behavior and accomplishments from his son. Is not the King of All, then, entitled to the expectation of offering, as His children attempt to live up to the standard that He set? The faithful are expected to be so willing to offer their whole body to the Lord, for He gave it to them. A Biblical quote that has always intrigued me each time I pass it by reads, “And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body go into the pit” (Matthew 5:30). Putting one’s whole body and soul into the Lord is reciprocation for a gift from Him that outnumbers yours more times than one can count. This, however, does not mean the attempt is dishonorable. Can ever a child repay his earthly father for the gifts the father has given to him? Never. Yet, he tries still. 

“I worship in silence Your holy will.” A topic worthy of consideration is the balance between absence of shame for being a follower of Christ, and the avoidance of performing actions worthy of Christ merely for merit that stems from this earth. “Assuredly, I say to you, they have had their reward” (Matthew 6:2), as it goes. It has been said that one should not board themselves up and be ashamed when they pray to God, yet one mustn’t pray to the Lord merely for the recognition. That balance once plagued me, and resided at the forefront of my conscience. At school, I pray before I eat, and I make the sign of the cross. If someone sees and asks me what I am doing, I tell them. In fact, once a friend of mine sat near me and saw, and commented, “Haha, you have to bless yourself before you eat.” I wondered later—asking for a blessing, giving thanks, is it a burden? Something I must do? I have since explained many components of my faith to that particular friend, and she seemed rather interested. She even came to me with inquiry. In this, I believe is the portion of the scale oriented towards the absence of shame for prayer. Might someone be brought to Christ due to my simple action? I do not look around to make sure someone does or does not watch when I pray at school, or at least I attempt not to. In this lies the balance between shame and arrogance. Prayer is a personal, spiritual act that, once instilled, occurs, regardless. 

Orthodox Christians, those who take claim to this title, are those who silently worship, yes. In this, do we not emulate Christ? Depictions of Him are often drawn with a smaller mouth and larger ears for a reason; His primary principle is to hear before He speaks, and more often than He speaks. The Kingdom of Heaven must be received as a child, those with pliable minds. We must hear His will before we act to follow it. In our community, there will be some who diffuse His Word through speech, quite honorably. There will be some who sing hymns, or ensure church services, offerings of praise to Him, run smoothly. There will be those who teach all that we know to our children. But within, we must be conscious consistently of this: we are silent followers and worshippers of God, children yet to learn the ways of their Father. I am a perfectionist; I am not perfection. 

Arianna Krinos is a 10th grader in the International Baccaleureate Program at Robinson High School, is a member of Sunday school and GOYA, and participates in the St. John Chrysostom Oratorical Festival.
A Time for all Things
To everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven:  a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;  a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up;  a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance;  a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;  a time to seek, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away;  a time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;  a time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace.


~Ecclesiastes 3:1-8

Throughout our lives we see cycles of change and renewal, from our individual cycle of birth and death to recurring seasonal changes, weather phenomenon, and even the daily cycle of day to night.  All are natural and good; always changing while always staying the same.  

There is always a time for something, but most of the time we are busying ourselves and focusing on the details and minutia of our daily lives that we don’t see or even experience the beautiful cycles taking place around us.  In fact the true quality of life is dependent on our ability to experience it.  We have become like Plato’s “cave dwellers” who only see darkness and shadows, never leaving the confines of their cave to experience the “real world.”  

While we deprive ourselves of the experiences and the beauty of the ever changing and ever consistent cycles of the world, the true tragedy may be that we are also depriving ourselves of an even cyclic and ongoing experience. 

Our spiritual lives are not unlike our physical lives in that we experience ebbs and flows.  Sometimes we feel strong in our faith and conviction, while other times we feel weak and lost.  Sometimes we feel like being “good” while other times we simply don’t care.  There are times for everything.  

This is the “unnatural” natural way of our fallen state of existence.  And just as we are aware of the changes in the natural cycles of the world and adapt to them, we also must be aware of the changes in our spiritual lives and attend to them as well.

As the summer turns to autumn, we become aware that we need to put on different clothing in order to adapt to cooler weather.  The same holds true in our spiritual life.  When we feel under attack, weak and lost it may mean that we need to put on Christ; bringing Him back into our lives, so that He can insulate us and comfort us.  If our lives are going in the wrong direction we may need to turn around and use the sacrament of confession to get back on track.  

Never forget that there is a time for all things.  If this is a time for change in your life, always know that the Church is here to help you.

Fr. Steve Dalber is the Proistamenos of St. Nektarios Greek Orthodox Church in Charlotte, NC.  
The Life of Christ—Part Four

“Historical Information on the Life of Jesus”

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

By the American Bible Society, 2011

There are historical reference to the life of Jesus outside the Bible, and there are also early manuscripts that were not included in the books that form the Old and New Testaments.  But the early church decided that the most reliable stories of Jesus’ life and work are found in the first four books of the New Testament—the Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  
These are not actual biographies as we think of them today, nor are they exhaustive, scholarly treatises. Perhaps they are best described as theological documents that tell us about Jesus’ teachings and his ministry from a particular perspective. Their authors were not simply describing his life; they were also making a point about the significance of that life-and its conclusion in death and resurrection. For instance, John’s Gospel presents Jesus as the pre-existent Word made flesh, while Mark’s Gospel depicts Jesus in a very different way. Both Gospels present valid theological portraits of Jesus, but with different goals, even when they describe the same event.

These documents have been read and reread through the centuries in the hope they will provide new understanding and new perspectives on Jesus’ life and mission. They offer answers even as they leave us with questions, and so they keep us eternally searching for their meaning.

Understanding the Gospels from the perspective of the original writers and readers of these documents is crucial to our interpretation of them. We must ask ourselves: What would a first-century seeker of the truth make of Matthew’s version of the Sermon on the Mount, or Luke’s detailed account of Jesus’ birth?

The latter part of the first century was a scramble, a time of enormous change and challenge. The Jewish nation was scrambling to preserve its identity, as its people faced destruction and dispersion. The new Jewish Christians were scrambling to make sense of the new faith they have been given without the benefit of the collected New Testament writings—which were still being created in their midst—to guide them. Those in the non-Jewish world were scrambling to understand the message of this Jewish Messiah. Those who considered it their responsibility to carry on Jesus’ message and his work—the people who had been closest to him during his life—were scrambling to figure out how to organize themselves, how to live and worship together as a church, and how to proclaim Christ’s promise of salvation.
When we look back at the information written during this tumultuous time, the effect can seem similar to finding a corked bottle floating on the ocean with a message scribbled by shaking hands in the midst of a fray. We uncork that bottle when we reread the story of Jesus.
THE GOSPELS
We learn about the life of Jesus from the first four books of the New Testament—Matthew, Mark, Luke and John—which are attributed to men who lived in the first century. Each Gospel provides a unique written version of the life-giving ministry and message of Jesus Christ.
Since the Gospels were written down in the first century, long before printing presses and other modern technologies, the stories they record were likely first shared by word of mouth. They are life-changing stories that include miracles, parables, conversations, and formal teaching. Even two thousand years later, they retain their ability to stretch us—to force us to contemplate forgiveness, peace, and love in a radical way. They present us with a paradox: A person who was both fully God and fully man. They describe how that person came to save the world and how, in the process, he died brutally on a cross and ultimately, rose from the grave. Some of the stories can seem unbelievable, yet even so they resonate with inner truth.
The four Gospels tell of Jesus’ life on Earth, a story that is not separate from the rest of the Bible, but in fact can best be understood within the context of the entire Bible. They often draw on the Old Testament to emphasize the fulfillment of Judaism’s prophecies and the restoration of humankind’s relationship with God that was broken in the earliest history of humanity. Though the books aren’t exhaustive biographies of Jesus, they provide us with enough stories, wonders, teachings and incidents for a lifetime of contemplation.

The first three Gospels overlap, sharing many of the same stories of Jesus’ life. These three are often referred to as the synoptic gospels (from a Greek word that means “viewed together”). The fourth, John’s Gospel, takes a different, somewhat more philosophical, approach to describing the life of Christ. Here’s a look at what makes each of the gospels unique.

The Gospel of Matthew

The Gospel according to Matthew emphasizes that Jesus came not to abolish the Law or the Prophets, but to fulfill them (see Matthew 5:17). In a systematic, orderly style, this book describes Jesus Christ as the Jewish Messiah who was foretold by the ancient prophets, linking the works of Jesus to Jewish tradition and scripture. Because Matthew’s Gospel contains numerous references to Old Testament prophecies, it is sometimes thought of as the book where “the Old Testament meets the New.”
The book starts out by tracing the genealogy of Jesus back to King David, presenting Jesus as a king of God’s people. The stories it tells focus on the major themes of Jesus’ teaching: ethics, discipleship, the kingdom of heaven, the church, and the final judgment.

The author of this Gospel does not name himself, possibly because he was keen on showing Jesus’ place in history rather than establishing his own legacy. Whatever the writer’s reason for remaining anonymous, there is some debate among scholars as to who actually wrote this book. The strongest tradition holds that this Gospel was written by the disciple called Matthew, who had been a tax collector. Scholars believe that both the authors of Matthew and Luke probably made use of Mark’s Gospel in writing their own accounts.
Jesus came and said to them: “I have been given all authority in heaven and on earth!  God to the people of all nations and make them my disciples.  Baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to do all that I have commanded you.  And I will be with you always, even until the end of the world.” ~Matthew 28:18-20
The Gospel of Mark

The Gospel according to Mark is told in a fast-paced, dramatic fashion. Concentrating on Jesus’ miracles more than his teachings, it portrays Jesus as a Savior who came to encourage and serve his people, the Son of God who made the ultimate sacrifice by dying on the cross. Mark captures the intensity of Jesus’ time on earth by crowding one major event immediately on the heels of another. Jesus’ power to bring salvation to a broken world is depicted as an irresistible force.
The Gospel according to Mark is believed to be the earliest of the four Gospels. It was probably written for an audience of persecuted Romans who had converted to Christianity. Though the disciple Mark is considered the author, Peter (who would become an early leader in the Church and, according to Roman Catholic tradition, the first Pope) is thought to be the source for much of Mark’s vivid detail. And it makes sense that Peter, a disciple who struggled with his own doubts and demons and even denied knowing Jesus on the night before his death, would have been particularly struck by Jesus’ willingness to teach by his own example. In Mark, we witness Jesus demonstrating how we can develop our own faith by serving others and placing our confidence in God.
Jesus called the disciples together and said: “You know that those foreigners who call themselves kinds like to order their people around.  And their great leaders have full power over the people they rule.  But don’t act like them.  If you want to be great, you must be the servant of all the others.  And if you want to be the first, you must be everyone’s slave.  The Son of Man did not come to be a slave-master, but a slave who will give His life to rescue many people.”  ~Mark 10:42-45
The Gospel of Luke

The Gospel according to Luke takes a serious and sensitive look at Jesus’ life through the eyes of an attentive, intuitive people-watcher. According to early tradition, Luke was a Gentile and a doctor who would eventually accompany the apostle Paul on missionary trips. He is the only non-Jewish writer whose work is included in the New Testament. Perhaps because he wrote for a skeptical Greek audience, he emphasizes the eyewitness accounts and careful research behind his work.
More than any other Gospel writer, Luke describes the prominent role that women played in Jesus’ ministry. He also depicts the humanity of Jesus, underscoring that the Savior, however divine, was also a man who ate, cried and slept like all of us. Luke loved details and crafted his narrative carefully. His attention to the smallest incidents anchors his wondrous tale in everyday reality, and that makes it all the more convincing for readers. His Gospel is sometimes called the “Social Gospel” due to its concern for the poor and marginalized.
Many people have tried to tell the story of God has done among us.  They wrote what we had been told by the ones who were there in the beginning and saw what happened.  So I made a careful study of everything and then decided to write and tell you exactly what took place.  Honorable Theophilus, I have done this to let you know the truth about what you have heard. ~Luke 1:1-4
The Gospel of John

John’s Gospel begins by offering us a perspective far outside of Jesus’ time on earth, in order to show how Jesus, the Christ, the Word of God, is part of God’s eternal plan for his creation. The Gospel according to John is a kind of love story, one that illuminates God’s desire to call his people back to himself. It is a beautiful and hopeful expression of the new vision of God’s heavenly kingdom that was ushered in by Jesus’ mission.

John was a disciple and one of Jesus’ closest friends. It was John who stood at the foot of the cross and to whom Jesus entrusted the care of his mother. John recklessly abandoned his previous life to devote his life to Jesus, and he encourages his readers to do the same, by introducing Jesus in an intimate way. John helps us understand Jesus as God, a divine being whose presence in history and in our own lives extends beyond his earthly ministry as our Savior.
Jesus worked many other miracles for His disciples, and not all of them are written in this book.  But these are written so that you will put your faith in Jesus as the Messiah and the Son of God.  If you have faith in Him, you will have true life.  ~John 20:30-31

Other Sources

The Apocryphal Gospels are any of the texts that claim to be Gospels about Jesus, but for one reason or another weren’t included by early Christian authorities in the twenty-seven books of the New Testament. Some scholars think these books were written after the second century, well after Jesus lived and died. If that’s the case, it undermines their claims to having been written by contemporaries of Jesus. Others suggest the Apocryphal Gospels weren’t included because they deviate from the real messages and events of Jesus’ life, which would be established as Orthodox doctrine.
While the four canonical Gospels offer different details of the life of Christ, they are in harmony concerning their main message: that he was both God and man, and that he came into the world to save humankind from our sins. The apocryphal Gospels often tell a different and fanciful story. They include texts whose names you might recognize (especially if you’ve read the popular novel The Da Vinci Code): the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, and the Gospel of Nicodemus. In general, they offer stories about Jesus’ childhood, development, and personal life that do not appear in the canonical Gospels. Although many of us are curious about these areas of Jesus’ life, these texts are not considered to be trustworthy sources for such information.
Additional Historical Sources

A final way we can learn about Jesus is from historical sources beyond both the Bible and the apocryphal Gospels. A court historian for Emperor Vespasian, Flavius Josephus, wrote about “a wise man…called Jesus.” Josephus lived from AD 37-97, just after Jesus’ death, and his account describes how Jesus, known for his good conduct and virtue, developed a large following among the Roman Jews and was condemned to death by Pilate. He also notes that despite the tragedy of Jesus’ death, his disciples did not abandon his message, but instead claimed that Jesus was alive and had appeared to them after his crucifixion. This account is a remarkable and stunning testimony to the power of Jesus’ influence and message to reach all people, even beyond those who called themselves Christians. Josephus ends his mention of Christ by saying: “he was perhaps the Messiah concerning whom the prophets have recounted wonders.”
There are not many other contemporary mentions of Jesus’ life and work, though historians do describe his committed and persecuted disciples. Even so, we can learn a great deal by studying the culture and times in which Jesus lived. Learning about the first-century Roman Empire, or about Jewish laws at the time, for instance, can shed new light on the power and insight of Jesus’ teachings.

While the first four books of the New Testament are our primary source for information on the life of Jesus, the Old Testament contains prophecies that can be interpreted as foretelling the appearance of God’s promised Messiah, the Savior who would deliver the Jewish nation and the whole world from destruction.

Christian believers point to many prophecies in the Old Testament as being fulfilled in Jesus’ life, death and resurrection; the number varies from an estimated three hundred to five hundred. Here are a few of the most familiar of them.

Old Testament Connections
The Messiah would be:
Jesus was:
Born of a virgin
Born to Mary

Isaiah 7:14
Matthew 1:20-23; Luke 2:5-7

A descendant of Abraham
A descendant of Abraham, according to Matthew’s 


genealogy

Genesis 12:1-3; 22:18
Matthew 1:1-2

A descendant of the tribe of Judah
A descendant of Judah, according to Luke’s genealogy

Genesis 49:10
Luke 3:33

A descendant of David
A descendant of David, according to Matthew’s 


genealogy

II Samuel 7:12-16
Matthew 1:1

Born in Bethlehem
Born in Bethlehem because of the census

Micah 5:2
Matthew 2:1-6; Luke 2:1-4

Taken to Egypt
Taken to Egypt to escape Herod’s slaughter of innocents 

Hosea 11:1
Matthew 2:13-15

Heralded by a messenger
Introduced by John the Baptist

Isaiah 40:3-5; Malachi 3:1
Matthew 3:1-3; Mark 1:1-3; Luke 3:1-6; John 1:23-27

Entering Jerusalem on a donkey
Hailed by disciples as entered into Jerusalem on a 


donkey

Zechariah 9:9
Matthew 21:4-11; John 12:12-15

Betrayed for 30 pieces of silver
Betrayed by Judas for thirty pieces of silver

Zechariah 11:12-13
Matthew 26:14-16; 27:3-10

Silent before his accusers
Accused falsely in court, but didn’t answer

Isaiah 53:7
Matthew 27:11-14; Mark 15:1-5; Luke 23:9

Crucified, with his hands, feet and side pierced
Crucified, with nails through his hands and feet and his side pierced 


with a spear

Psalm 22:16; Zechariah 12:10
Matthew 27:35; Mark 15:24-25; Luke 23:33, 24:39; John 19:18, 34-37; 


20:20-28

Given gall and vinegar to drink
Offered gall as he hung on the cross

Psalm 69:21
Matthew 27:34; Mark 15:23; Luke 23:36; John 19:29

Pronounced dead with no broken bones
Not subjected to having his legs broken

Exodus 12:46; Numbers 9:12; Psalm 34:20
John 19:31-37

The Messiah would be:
Jesus was:

The owner of a garment for which lots were cast
On the cross as the soldiers gambled for his clothes

Psalm 22:18
Matthew 27:35; Mark 15:24; Luke 23:34; John 19:24

Put to death with sinners
Hung on the cross between two thieves

Isaiah 53:8-12
Matthew 27:38; Luke 23:32-33
Buried by a rich man
Buried by Joseph of Arimethea

Isaiah 53:9
Matthew 27:57-60; Mark 15:42-46; Luke 23:50-54; John 19:38-42

Raised from the dead
Raised to life on Sunday morning

Psalm 16:10
Matthew 28:1-6; Mark 16:1-6; Luke 24:1-8; John 20:11-18; Acts 2:31
Jesus said: “Everything written about me in the Law of Moses, the books of the Prophets and the Psalms has been fulfilled.”  ~Luke 24:44
The Apostle Paul

Paul of Tarsus, known through church history as St. Paul, was a unique witness to Jesus’ life and ministry. Originally hostile to the followers of Jesus, Paul aggressively persecuted Christians. Within a few short years of Jesus’ death; however, Paul became a disciple of Jesus and spent much of his remaining life boldly preaching the Christian faith (see Acts 9:1-31). The following are excerpts from two of Paul’s letters.

From Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus. 

God chose me to be an apostle, and he appointed me to preach the good news that he promised long ago by what his prophets said in the Holy Scriptures. This good news is about his son, our Lord Jesus Christ! As a human, he was from the family of David. But the Holy Spirit proved that Jesus is the powerful Son of God, because he was raised from death.

Jesus was kind to me and chose me to be an apostle, so that people of all nations would obey and have faith.





~ Romans 1:1-6
Christ was truly God.  But He did not try to remain equal with God.  Instead He gave up everything and became a slave, when He became like one of us.  Christ was humble.  He obeyed God and even died ona  cross.  Then god gave Christ the highest place and honored His name above all others.  So at the name of Jesus everyone will bow down, those in heaven, on each and under the earth.  And to the glory of God the Father, everyone will openly agree, “Jesus Christ is Lord!” 


~Philippians 2:6-8
Next Month: Jesus’ Birth and Childhood
An Open Letter to Orthodox Christians by Fr. Barnabas Powell

Beloved in the Lord,
 

Below is a response I wrote to a frustration I have experienced all too often since entering the Eastern Orthodox Church. Someone will call the parish, usually someone I have never seen at services, and ask "how much is it to have my _____ baptized at the parish?" Another frustrating question is "When is communion?" and when I answer "Orthros starts at 8:45 AM and Divine Liturgy at 10 AM" they respond "Oh, I mean when will you be serving the Eucharist, not when the service starts."

 

While this is frustrating (and discouraging) to me, I also know that there are real, historical reasons for this attitude among some who have been raised in the Orthodox faith. Those reasons are real, they are significant, and they are even understandable given the historical situations that gave rise to these attitudes.

 

However, in light of today's realities, they are no longer acceptable at all. Ever.

 

The realities I refer to are the clear demographic realities of our churches. Baptisms are down. Church weddings are down. The average Greek Orthodox parish in America chrismates 1.2 people a year into the faith. Funerals are up. Regular church attendance is dropping. The average Greek Orthodox faithful (I use this term out of habit, not as a reflection of reality) attends services very infrequently. In a recent study done by the Hartford Institute only 22% of all Greek Orthodox adherents attend services on a weekly basis. Parishes in our state of Georgia fair a bit better at 26%-31% of Orthodox adherents. Here's a link to a very powerful and informative look at present Orthodox demographics in America –

 http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/research/OrthodoxUS101mapsAK.pdf

 

The truth is, precious ones, we have a choice when faced with the realities of these demographics. We can become discouraged and throw up our hands and give up, we can become angry and perpetuate the denial that is killing us, or we can choose to re-discover the greatest treasure of wisdom and faith ever given to humanity by learning why our Orthodox faith has ALWAYS become the faith of the nation in every place it was planted as a missionary movement. And then we can start working to be Orthodox on purpose and watch as this faith that saves nations transfigures our own lives, our homes, and our communities. Orthodoxy will not be lost, but some may lose their Orthodoxy.

 

What started all this was my comment that if you wanted magic, call a witch doctor. I am a Greek Orthodox priest and we don't do magic.

 

Here's my response to several commenters:

 

What precipitated the comment was another request by someone to offer a Divine Mystery of the Church for a fee. These dear people who have some tenuous connection to the Orthodox faith either due to a marriage or an ethnic connection simply misunderstand or, worse yet, have never been properly discipled by the Church. So they ignorantly reduce the Mysteries of the faith to some magic spell cast by the tribal medicine man to ward off the evil spirits, or they long for a nostalgic photo opportunity to reassure themselves they haven't really abandoned the faith of their ancestors. The truth is, this sad state of affairs isn't their fault as much as it is the priests and bishops of our Church who have tolerated this sickness all in an attempt to keep them at least tenuously connected. The truth is Orthodoxy is as Orthodoxy does. We don't do magic.

 

Let me quickly add I place myself with all the clergy in this challenge to lovingly move our people away from the shallow piety of nostalgia and toward the vibrant and soul changing purposefulness of an Orthodoxy of both heart and hand. We must take responsibility to not allow ourselves to be reduced to mere religious bureaucrats or our parishes as nothing more that sacrament factories. Will this be difficult? You bet. Will this offend some people? Of course. Should that stop us from this vital task? No. 

 

To the charge that I am a dreamer and that what I suggest isn't realistic or even kind, I say perhaps you're right. However, while this may be true in the end I am not a priest that serves only the people. My primary priesthood is before God and He is the first priority in the priesthood. I serve before Him first and the people next. In fact, I will fail the people if I fail to place my service to God as first priority. The charge that this is "unrealistic" only serve to prove just how far we have allowed the people to drift from a robust faith that challenges and reorients priorities and is meant to be the primary filter and template on how the faithful choose to govern their lives and see their lives transfigured by the Gospel of Christ.

 

I know our clergy are tired. I know they feel discouraged, especially as we face an increasingly secular and hostile society. I know they feel unappreciated, ignored, and neglected. I know our hierarchs must look at the task before them and sigh. I know it's easier to be reduced to an administrator. I know it's easier to go alone for the sake of your livelihood and to support your family. I know you feel like you are just one man. I know; I've felt the same way. But ultimately we have to ask ourselves: "Do we serve the Uncreated God?" If so, then in the face of all the evidence to the contrary, there are "seven thousand in Israel, all whose knees have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him"(1 Kings 19:18) and if we have the courage to tell the truth in love and genuinely love and weep over our people, we will find receptive hearts to the message of purposeful Orthodoxy and vibrant commitment to the faith that changes lives and nations.

 

To be sure, if we do nothing, say nothing, it won't get better. But if we dare to speak with loving boldness, we may just save our own souls. Brothers, "once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more."

 

Dear ones, what I write isn't meant to offend or show disrespect. Not at all. The task before we clergy is daunting. Our bishops face even deeper difficulties. None of this is to assign blame (a waste of time), but to primarily call my own soul to repentance and healing. As I say at every Divine Liturgy as I prepare to receive the Body and Blood of Jesus " the Son of the living God, who did come into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the first." No, if anything my words are meant to stir my own heart to pray more for my brother clergy and to hold my bishops in higher esteem as they bear the weight they carry. Do you pray daily for your priest and bishop?

 

I also know it is easy to read the above and misinterpret this as all bad news. Nothing could be further from the truth. Real change, real transformation, real progress only begins from an honest assessment of reality. We will never progress in keeping our children connected to the faith by hiding from that reality. We will never break the bad habits of mediocrity and failure by failing to own our own weaknesses and learning to repent. The first step in any healing is admitting you are sick.

 

So, what is the remedy for these sad numbers, this scary reality? The answer isn't complicated. However, it isn't easy either.

 

The remedy for these challenges is very old. The answer to reversing these trends is not secret, new, or complicated. In fact, when you read what I have to say, you may dismiss it too quickly because it seems so obvious. Don't do that. 

 

The answer to reversing these trends and repenting of our mistakes can be summed up in one phrase. Ready?

 

Go to church.

 

That's it. Go to church. And the reason for this is that the key to overcoming our challenges flows from the genius of our Orthodox faith. Our faith teaches a person how to pray; how to develop an intimacy with God. The Orthodox faith is a way of life and you learn that way of life in the "School of Prayer" which is our divine services. You want to learn to pray? Go to church and allow the timeless wisdom of the scriptures and the saints to wash over you week after week and allow that "water of wisdom" to seep into every nook and cranny of your soul.

 

Go to church, and you will learn to pray. Learn to pray and you will see your life transfigured. Have your life transfigured and shaped by the wisdom of Orthodoxy and you will see your home transformed. Have your home transformed and you will watch as your community reflects the glory of God. Have your community reflect the glory of God and watch as your nation is healed. The prophet declared "if My people who are called by My name will humble themselves, and pray and seek My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land." 2 Chronicles 7:14

 

Dear ones, the Church has survived for centuries and She will survive this time of secular onslaught. She will be preserved. She will endure. That isn't even a question. Orthodoxy will not only survive, She will thrive. As we pray each service "raise the Orthodox in glory," God hears this prayer and He will answer it. The only question is will you be a part of this answered prayer or will years of neglect, years of lukewarm attitudes, years of having this treasure but never opening it and drinking deeply from its wisdom keep you and your family outside the blessings of this inevitable renewal. Orthodoxy is the faith once for all delivered to the saints. May it never be said we sang "we have seen the light, the true light. We have received the heavely spirit. We have found the true faith, worshipping the undivided Trinity Who has saved us" and ignored the reality of the words we profess. Let us renew our baptismal vows. Let us embrace the spiritual head start of our blessing of being born to an Orthodox home. Let us shake off the lethargy of "killing sin" and wake up to the treasure entrusted to us.

 

Let us not grow weary in well doing. Let us not fall by the wayside. Let us not be the generation the next generation has to overcome to become faithful once again. No! Let us arise! Let us go to Church!

 

by the hand of the fool, barnabas.
Fr. Barnabas Powell is the priest of Sts. Nicholas, Raphael and Irene Greek Orthodox Church in Cumming, GA.

TYING THE “NOT”
More parents are choosing to live together ring-free.  But is it the best thing for the kids?

(from Parenting Magazine, November 2012)

In 2002, 64% was the percentage of adults who were married at the birth of their first child.  In 2010, the number had declined to 57%.

Remember “First comes love, then comes marriage, then come baby in a baby carriage”?  That’s so last millennium.  Now roughly one if five women will have her first child while living with a male partner, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (That figure was one in ten in 2002.)

In an informal poll of unmarried “Parenting” readers on Facebook, money—or lack thereof—was cited as a main reason for not tying the knot.  (“We chose a mortgage over a reception” says Jennifer G.) (Has a marriage then been reduced to a fancy party.  The sacrament of marriage is a service where two people pledge themselves to one another before Almighty God.  To put off the sacrament and live together in order to save money “to do it right” is absurd.  Have a service and save for an anniversary party if you don’t have money.  That is doing it right!!!)   Others feel it’s unnecessary.  “We have an eleven-month-old son, and we are so happy it should be illegal,” says Tiffany B. “And I’m a wedding planner!”  

Is this situation good for the kids?  Two thirds of children will see their cohabitating parents break up by age 12, (there you go, while plenty of marriages end in divorce, a MUCH HIGHER percentage of “shack-ups” end than marriages) while only one quarter of married-before-children parents will divorce, reports the National Marriage Project.  But children will get from the relationship what the parents give them, ring or no rings, says Sheridan Kesselman, a marriage and family counselor in Sherman Oaks, CA.  “Children thrive in a two-parent household where there’s love and commitment, regardless of the configuration.” (Hard to have commitment when a couple just lives together—they can come and go as they please.  Marriage is the ultimate commitment between two people, because this is where a couple asks God to bless the commitment.)
**Editor’s notes in italics and parentheses
