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For the past several years, weôve chosen a word as a 
parish to define our year, and along with the word a 
verse of Scripture. (Iôve also challenged each of you 
to choose a word to define your year, so if you have-
nôt sent that in to me, just send me a one-word email 
with your word for the year on it.  Weôll put all the 
words on a poster and put it in the hall, and in each 
issue of The Messenger beginning in February.)  For 
2023, the word for our parish is SERVE.  And the 
corresponding Bible verse is Joshua 24:15, specifi-
cally the last part of it which says, ñAs for me and 
my house, we will serve the Lord.ò   
 
I put the entire verse, Joshua 24:15, on top of this 
message, because it puts our verse into con-
text.  Joshua succeeded Moses as the leader of the 
Israelites.  Moses led them out of Egypt and to the 
border of the land of Canaan.  Joshua led them into 
the Promised Land of Canaan and led them as they 
settled there.  Now Joshua was about to die.  And it 
was time for the people of Israel to renew their cove-
nant with God and unite behind another leader.  As 
with any group of people, there was division among 
them.  Many didnôt want to follow after God.  Many 

wanted to follow after other gods.  There were prob-
ably many who made themselves their own gods, we 
call this narcissism.  They followed only the desires 
of their own hearts.  In his final ñsermonò to them, 
Joshua was challenging them to serve the one true 
God.   
 
Everyone serves someoneðthat someone might be 
God, it might be a ñgodò like money, it might be an-
other person, or it might be we serve our-
selves.  Even people who are loners serveðthey 
serve themselves.  Anything one does from which a 
benefit is derived by someone, that is what service 
is.  So, if I cook a huge meal but Iôm alone and eat it 
all, then I have servedðME.  If I fall prey to an ad-
dictive behavior, like gambling, if that addiction 
takes a hold of me and my soul, then I end up serv-
ing the addiction.  The point is we all serve some-
thing or someone.  
 
Joshua challenged the people that if they were un-
willing to serve the Lord, then who were they going 
to serve?  The gods of their fathers?  The gods of the 
Amorites? Themselves?  And 
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then he boldly dropped a gauntlet on them.  He drew 
a line in the sand, as far as HIS house was con-
cerned.  He said, ñAs for ME and MY HOUSE, we 
will serve the Lord.ò  Letôs examine the words of 
this verse more closely: 
 
AS FOR ME 
The New Year bring the tradition of resolutions to 
change things, many of which we will not do, or 
perhaps even remember.  Did you choose a word for 
2022?  To you remember what it was?  I challenge 
each of you to choose a word to define your 
2023.  The reason to choose a word, instead of mak-
ing a resolution, (or many) is that we can remember 
a word.  With your word, choose a verse.  And with 
your word and verse, set some goals as it relates to 
both.   
 
The New Year is a good opportunity to make a new 
start.  Part of that start includes personal and indi-
vidual choices.  We will choose how we will spend 
our timeðhow much will we spendð 
Working? 
Relaxing? 
With family? 
Exercising? 
Praying? 
Worshipping? 
Reading Scripture? 
 
Each of us will reflect on the ñas for meò part of this 
verse and make some personal choices for this com-
ing year.  One thing about each new year that strikes 
me more each year as I get older, and that is the be-
ginning of each year puts me one year closer to the 
end of my life and that inevitable standing at the 
awesome judgment seat of Christ, where I will have 
to talk to God about the ñas for meò portion of my 
life.  When I think of what God has given meðlife, 
years, time, talent, opportunity, family, ministryðI 
hope that when I stand before Him, I can make a 
good case regarding the ñas for meò and what He 
gave me.  I hope I have used, and am using these 
things, opportunities, and life wisely.   
 
If you are not in the habit of praying, use this new 
year to start over.  If you are not in the habit of wor-
shiping on Sundays, the VERY FIRST day of the 
new year is a Sunday.  Iôm sure there are no youth 
sports games on January 1, the NFL doesnôt start 
until 1:00 p.m., and the Christmas returns should 
have already been completed by then.  Unless you 
are too tired/hungover from the night before, what a 
great opportunity we have to start the year with the 

Lord, worshipping Him and receiving Him in the 
Eucharist.  Part of our reflection on Joshua 24:15 
regards ñas for meò and what we personally are go-
ing to do in this new year, specifically in regards to 
our spiritual growth.  
 
AND MY HOUSE 
None of us exists in isolation.  We all know some-
one.  So, as we examine the words ñand my house,ò 
think not only of the house you live in, or your fami-
ly, but the ñhousesò you share, meaning the ñgroups/
familiesò you belong to.  I belong to several.  I have 
my immediate family.  I have my church family.  I 
have a family of people I know from summer 
camp.  I have people in my neighborhoodðthey 
arenôt family or even close friendsðbut we share 
the same street.  I have some close friends.  The ñas 
my houseò part of this verse refers to all of them. 
 
Letôs look specifically at the families we live with. 
We make some very important decisions in our 
homes.  We decide how we will spend our time, 
what things are important to us, how we will divide 
up labor, how we will spend money, and even how 
we will live out our Christianity.  Christians, by def-
inition, do not exist in isolation, but in community, 
and our first ñcommunityò is our family.  So, letôs 
examine some choices we make in our families: 
 
Praying in our homes.  There are so many opportu-
nities to connect with God as a familyðwhether it 
is prayers at meals, prayers in the morning, prayers 
at night, and prayers during crisis.  How many of 
these types of prayers do you say as a family?  I 
would venture to say that not many families do ALL 
of these.  But are you doing any of them? Make it a 
goal this year to pray at least once a day as a fami-
lyðit could be at a meal, it could be at tuck-in/
bedtime.  There is an overused saying ñThe family 
that prays together stays together.ò  And Iôm actual-
ly coming to agreement on that.  It is critical for 
families to pray together.   
 

'ÖÞɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯ!ÐÉÓÌȳ ɯA really important part of 
our Christian life is the Bible.  My parents read the 
Bible to us in the car when we were younger.  We 
read the Bible every morning now.  I confess that I 
have not been as good about reading the whole Bi-
ble as I should be.  In 2022, I was encouraged to lis-
ten to a podcast called ñBible in a Yearò that is read 
by a Catholic priest named Fr. Mike Schmitz.  He 
reads 2-3 chapters of the Bible each day, and this is 
followed by a reflection/sermonette which helps the 
listener understand what they 
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have heard.  He doesnôt read the Bible in order.  He 
read it according to a certain timeline.  Most of the 
year was spent in the Old Testament, which for 
many of us is unfamiliar and for all of us is tedi-
ous.  Yet, the Old Testament sets the foundation for 
the New Testament.  As the one who is always writ-
ing the articles and preaching the sermons, I found 
this podcast to be refreshing since it allowed me to 
be the student instead of the teacher.  It helped me 
not only understand the Scripture but apply it practi-
cally to my life.  And it helped me deal with some 
Scripture passages that I hadnôt read in a long 
time.  No, I didnôt finish the whole thing.  And the 
beautiful thing about this podcast is that there isnôt a 
specific reading the listener is expected to be 
on.  Rather, ñday oneò can be any day you want to 
start.  And if you fall behind or if it takes 1,000 days 
to listen to 365 podcasts, the point is to start and 
make progress.  
 
Next we move to worship.  At our recent festival, I 
met many people who used to come to our church.  I 
heard comments like ñmy dad was buried from this 
church years agoò or ñI got married here 30 years 
ago,ò or ñI love the smell of the buildingò or ñI 
come to church all the time for Easterò which was 
followed by some excuse like ñbut my kids play 
baseball,ò or ñlife happenedò or ñweôre busyò fol-
lowed by ñyou know how it is.ò  You know.  The 
truth is I donôt know what motivates people to come 
to church and worship or stay away.  I try to offer a 
dignified service and a thoughtful sermon, if these 
are the things that motivate people to come or cause 
them to stay away.  However, if sports is driving a 
decision to worship, there is not much I can do to 
change that.  As for the ñyou know how it isò com-
ment, it doesnôt really matter what I know or what I 
think.  Because your entrance into the Kingdom of 
God is not based on what I think.  Imagine standing 
before the Lord and saying some of the flimsy 
things one says to a priest:  ñGod, we love you, we 
love church, but You know, we love sports more, 
and, well it was just temporary, when the kids were 
young, well accept that when they went to college, 
they kind of fell away from the church, and well, the 
church should have done a better job to keep them 
connected.ò  People remember their childhood life 
forever.  If they fall away from Christ and the 
Church during college, when college is over, many 
of them will come back and remember how Christi-
anity was an important part of their upbring-
ing.  However, if they never came to church as a 
child, never understood what we believe, never 
bothered to believe for themselves, well there wonôt 

be anything to come back to.  Worship is a crucial 
part of the conversation regarding ñand my house.ò  
 
Every house needs to decide on stewardship for the 
coming year. To be a steward means to be a tempo-
rary caretaker.  Each of us is a stewards of many 
thingsðour time, our talents (both of which are 
blessings from God), and our treasure, what we do 
with our blessings.  We need to decide where we are 
going to invest our time and our resources, and how 
much we will put into each thing we doðwork, 
sports, hobbies, household chores, travel, home-
work, and involvement in our church community. If 
you didnôt fill out a stewardship form for 2023, 
please do so as soon as possible, the goal was to 
have all of these by the end of the year.  Again, 
stewardship is something we will stand before God 
and answer for.  How will we explain to the Lord at 
His awesome judgment seat how we spent thou-
sands of dollars traveling on family trips, but that 
we gave little to support His church or gave little to 
charity?  This is an important decision for each 
household.  
 
As for the ñhouseò of our parish, we need to make 
some critical decisions about what we are going to 
be doing in 2023 and beyond.  Will we continue to 
support philanthropic causes to the level we 
have?  Will we continue to support the liturgical ser-
vices and programs of our church with our pres-
ence?  Will we take steps to spread the Gospel into 
the community?  And are we serious about expand-
ing our sanctuary potentially, so that we can accom-
modate (and encourage) parish growth?  There are 
some critical questions, answers and decisions we 
need to undertake as a parish in 2023.    
 
WE WILL SERVE 
To serve means to take something we have and offer 
it for the benefit of someone else.  For instance, to 
serve a dinner to someone means that weôve taken 
the time to shop and cook, and we are offering what 
we have done for the good of someone else.  This 
may be a dinner for a family of four that we serve 
around our kitchen table.  On a high school sports 
team, it may mean taking a cup of water to a team-
mate.  In the workplace, it may mean proofreading a 
letter for a co-worker.  In a home, it may mean do-
ing something for a spouse or child that youôd rather 
not do because you are tired but doing it any-
way.  There are literally an infinite number of ways 
we can serve others, that we can take from ourselves 
and give to someone else.  
 



 

 

The same thing is true in our church.  One of our 
core values is ñserviceò which means looking out-
ward from our parish and serving the greater com-
munity.  In 2022, that meant taking all of our festi-
val profits and donating them to charity, putting 
them out in service to the greater community.  What 
will ñserviceò in our parish look like in 2023?  Our 
stewardship is what holds the answer.  We are not 
expected to give anything to the point of imperiling 
ourselves.  But we pray for and work for what is 
sufficient and then give the rest to those who are in 
need.  Of course, how we define ñsufficientò is very 
subjective.  What is sufficient for ourselves?  What 
is sufficient for our parish?  What should be given to 
those in need?   
 
I spoke towards the end of the year about the con-
cept of ñchurch for usò versus ñchurch for oth-
ers.ò  And I suppose that could be transferred onto 
our own personal lives as well.  Do we live for oth-
ers, or live only for ourselves?  Our personal stew-
ardship does a lot to answer these questions.  I hope 
that individually we will choose to serve, and to live 
for others.  (Weôve heard that acronym JOY, J-
Jesus, O-Others, Y-Yourself.  This is how we are 
called to live.  We are not called to be JOðJesus 
and others with nothing for ourselves.  Nor are we 
called to be JYðJesus and ourselves without 
thought for others.  Nor are we called to be OYð
others and ourselves, with no thought to Jesus.  We 
are called to be all threeðfirst Jesus, then others, 
and then ourselves.  This is how we find true JOY.) 
 
The Lord 
Which bring us to the last words of this verse.  As 
for me and my house, we will serve____.  How do 
you fill in the blank on this sentence? There are lots 
of homes who do service.  There are plenty of 
ñservantsò out there who donôt identify as Chris-
tians.  There are plenty of philanthropists who give 
money to things (some who want their names on 
things in return, so this isnôt really giving, itôs ex-
changing).  There are plenty of volunteer coaches 
out there who happily coach on Sundays and donôt 
know Christ.  There is nothing wrong with doing 
good things.  However, Christ calls us to moreðHe 
calls on us to be GODLY.  And this means that our 
service has to be to the LORD.  Otherwise, who are 
we serving.  We can serve the Lord by serving oth-
ers.  We can serve others while we serve the Lord.   
 
The Gospel of John concludes with the words ñNow 
Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the 
Disciples, which are not written in this book, but 

these are written that you may believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you 
may have life in His name.ò (John 20:30-31) Jesus 
intends for us to have life, to have fun, to do things, 
but to do them in His name.  And perhaps the best 
way to look at the Christian life is not as a loss of 
self but as a gain of Christ.  I donôt have to lose my-
self.  I can still laugh, I can still have joy. I can still 
make money, work, have a family, own a 
home.  However, I do these things under the um-
brella of Christ, with a heart that beats in sync with 
Him, with a life that reflects Him, with a conscious-
ness of serving Him.   
 
Each of us will at least be thinking of some changes 
to make for 2023.  As we do that, I encourage you to 
choose a word for yourself, and a corresponding Bi-
ble verse to be your guide for the year.  I encourage 
you to also reflect on the wordðSERVEðthat we 
have chosen to define our church, as well as the 
verse that will be our guideðAs for me and my 
house, we will serve the Lord.  And then make some 
decisions how you and your house can serve the 
Lord.  And be part of us and our houseðSt. John 
Greek Orthodox Churchðand how we will serve 
the Lord in 2023!   
 
On behalf of Pres. Lisa and Nicholas, I wish each of 
you a happy, healthy and spiritually renewing 2023! 
 
With love in the Lord, 
+Fr. Stavros 

When God wanted to create fish, He spoke to the sea. 
When God wanted to create trees, He spoke to the earth. 
When God wanted to create man, He turned to Him-
self.   
Then God said, ñLet us make man in our image and in 
our likeness.ò 
Note:  
If you take a fish out of water it will die; and when you 
remove a tree from soil, it also will die.  
Likewise, when man is disconnected from God, he 
dies.   
God is our natural environment. We were created to live 
in His presence.  We have to be connected to Him be-
cause it is only in Him that life exists.  
Letôs stay connected with God.  We recall that water 
without fish is still water but fish without water is noth-
ing.   
The soil without tree is still soil, but the tree without 
soil is nothing. 
God without man is still God but man without God is 
nothing. 
 
~Anonymous 



 

 

Monthly Message from Vasili Panagopoulos 
 

Brothers and sisters 
in Christ, on January 
1, we commemorate 
our father among the 
saints, St. Basil the 
Great, Archbishop 
of Caesaria in Cap-
padocia. Because St. 
Basil reposed on 
January 1, the same 
day that the Circum-
cision of Christ is 
commemorated, we 
donôt ever read any 
assigned scripture 
reading to St. Basil. 
Nevertheless, Iôd 

like to focus on a piece of scripture: Matthew, Chap-
ter 19, verse 21: ñJesus said to him, ñIf you want to 
be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the 
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and 
come, follow Me.ò 
 
It is always imperative to understand the context of 
scripture, not to simply take one piece and apply it 
to a situation. Doing this can be misleading, and 
dangerous in many cases. The context here is that a 
rich man was asking Christ what he should do to en-
ter into eternal life. Christ told him to keep the com-
mandments. And when He said this, the rich man 
said that he has always followed the commandments 
of God. Christ replied back, ñIf you want to be per-
fect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, 
and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, fol-
low Me.ò The rich man didnôt like hearing this, ñfor 
he had great possessions,ò meaning he was very 
wealthy. When the man departed, Christ turned to 
His disciples and said, ñIt is easier for a camel to go 
through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to 
enter the kingdom of God.ò The reason we know 
that the cross and passion of the rich man was his 
wealth, is because when he departed ñhe went away 
sorrowful.ò We all have a cross, and we all have 
passions. If your cross is your wealth, then this pas-
sage speaks directly to you. If your cross is some-
thing else, like criticizing others, gambling, getting 
drunk, or watching pornography, apply the same 
message with your struggle. The main message of 

this passage is to forget about everything, and fol-
low Christ. In the footnotes of the Orthodox Study 
Bible, ñTo be perfect, one must willingly sacrifice 
all and follow Christ. Nothing is gained unless this 
sacrifice is given freely. The specifics of how one 
follows Christ will be different for each person. Be-
cause wealth had such a grip on this rich man, his 
only hope was to sell and give away all his posses-
sions. St. John Chrysostom tells us that giving away 
possessions is the least of Christ's instructions here; 
following Him in all things is a far greater and more 
difficult calling.ò 
 
Do we read this scripture passage and take it seri-
ously? Do we adjust or convince ourselves that it 
means something else? Do we read it and think 
about doing it partially? Or do we read this passage 
and follow exactly what Christ said? St. Basil the 
Great grew up in an extremely educated, wealthy, 
and holy home. If you want a role model house-hold 
to follow, St. Basilôs family did everything right. 
His grandmother, St. Macrina is commemorated on 
May 30; St. Emilia his mother on May 30; his broth-
er St. Gregory of Nyssa (January 10); his brother St. 
Peter of Sebastia (January 9); and his older sister, 
St. Macrina on July 19. With that being said, St. 
Basil took this passage of scripture extremely seri-
ously, not only in his own life and actions, but he 
also taught nothing less. In his book on ñSocial Jus-
tice,ò St. Basil writes, ñFor if we all took only what 
was necessary to satisfy our own needs, giving the 
rest to those who lack, no one would be rich, no one 
would be poor, and no one would be in need.ò What 
high expectations he has for humanity, but he ñset 
the barò in his own life.  
 
St. Basil is known for many things: being holy, a 
hierarch, creating monasticism in the context we 
know it to be today, creating the hospital, creating 
the orphanage, and many more. One thing, I would 
argue, that St. Basil is known for more than any-
thing is his giving. Weôve all heard the term from 
Church and itôs leaders, that to be a steward of the 
Church is to give your time, talent, and treasure. We 
are all familiar with the stewardship pledge card, 
and there it lists many way that we can give our 
time, talent, and treasure. For St. Basil, his time 
would simply be óalways availa-
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ble,ô for his talent, he would check each box, ready 
to volunteer at every opportunity, and his treasure 
would be much more than tithingé it would be eve-
rything he had. And St. Basil did exactly that. He 
was known for giving away his treasure to any one 
who needed it, leaving nothing left. St. Basil taught 
that if you had more than one of anything, to give 
the rest to those who need it. He set this bar so high, 
he expected so much because he took the Lordôs 
words seriously and to heart.  
 
St. Basil the Great died when he was just 49 years 
old. Some historians believe his exact cause of death 
was liver failure. But the Church knows that he died 
so young, because of his immense ascetical lifestyle. 
St. Basil was a monk, and observed the fasts very 
strictly. He fasted to the point that he was not sup-
plying his body with the nutrients needed to sustain 
himself. Today, we would call this crazy and insane. 
If we knew someone who did this, we would proba-
bly tell them they need help or are ill-mentally. St. 
Basil supplemented physical nutrition with spiritual, 
thus sustaining himself for the time he was on the 
earth. Another quote from Social Justice, speaking 
on this exact matter, ñAfter all, what is the use of 

wealth? Do you wish to wrap yourself in fine appar-
el? Surely two lengths of cloth are sufficient for a 
coat, while the covering of a single garment fulfills 
every need with regard to clothing. Or would you 
spend your wealth on food? A loaf of bread is 
enough to fill your stomach. Why then do you 
grieve? Of what have you been deprived? Of the 
glory that derives from wealth? Had you not sought 
glory from the dirt, you would have discovered the 
true glory like a shining beacon leading you to the 
Kingdom of Heaven.ò St. Basil sought the true glo-
ry, and he saw it like a shining beacon leading him 
to the Kingdom of Heaven. He detached himself 
from all worldly desires, and that is what brought 
him to the Kingdom of Heaven.  
 
Brothers and sisters in Christ, St. Basil sets the ex-
ample for us as Orthodox Christians on how we are 
to live our lives. Of course, this nearly unattainable, 
but see what YOU can take away from his life and 
apply it to yours. Perhaps it is to raise a Godly fami-
ly, give more time to volunteering at the Church or a 
soup kitchen, give more of your talent whatever that 
may be, give more of your treasure to those who 
need it, or follow the fast more strictly.  
 
Thy sound hath gone forth into all the earth, which 
hath received thy word. Thereby thou hast divinely 
taught the Faith; thou hast made manifest the nature 
of all things that be; thou has adorned the ways of 
man. O namesake of the royal priesthood, our right-
eous Father Basil, intercede with Christ God that 
our souls be saved. Apolytikion of St. Basil the 
Great 
 
Through the intercessions of our righteous Father 
Basil, and of all the saints.  
On behalf of Moriah and Andoni, I pray that your 
new year is filled with every blessing from above. 
 
In Christ, 
Vasili 



 

 

If you ask one of Father George Burchillôs former stu-
dents to describe him as their Headmaster, the first 
word would not be ñnice.ò He was the no nonsense 
Headmaster of St. John Episcopal School for over for-
ty years.  He was a disciplinarian.  He demanded hon-
esty and obedience to rules and order, and when you 
didnôt do that, watch out.  Many times Fr. George 
would announce over the loudspeaker ñGeorge is on 
his way to the office to get caned.ò  Or ñJohnny wonôt 
be at school the rest of the week because I suspended 
him for cheating.ò  Or ñsay goodbye to Joey, heôs 
been expelled.ò  There was a line he had painted in the 
parking lot, it was called the Burchill line, and no par-
ent was allowed to cross it unless Fr. George, from his 
upstairs office, shouted down that it was okay to cross, 
and only then would a parent dare approach.  Fr. 
George told me that heôs glad he retired when he did, 
because, by his own admission, he probably couldnôt 
use his methods today.  But there are many men and 
women in our world, thousands of them, who went 
through St. John Episcopal and learned the values of 
honesty, hard work, obedience and ultimately integri-

ty.  He got his students ready for high school, for col-
lege and for life.  And those values, maybe not the 
way he imparted them, but those values of honesty, 
hard work, obedience and integrity are largely absent 
from the world today.  Iôve spoken to several former 
students of his who said ñwe didnôt appreciate him un-
til we were in our 20s, but he formed the backbone of 
who we are today. 
 
Fr. George had an amazing life.  Born in New Bruns-
wick, he met his wife Nancy while working in Nova 
Scotia in a parish there.  Her father was a priest, and 
when he got transferred to the Bahamas, Fr. George, 
already ordained, arranged to be transferred as well, a 
package deal, so he could continue dating Nancy.  He 
married Nancy in the Bahamas and after a few 
months, answered a call to be the headmaster at St. 
John Episcopal School in Tampa, a position he served 
from 1952 to 1992.  He served faithfully not only as 
Headmaster but as priest of the school, holding ser-
vices every day for the students.  Because, God went 
first in his life and he wanted God first in theirs as 
well.  He faithfully assisted in the life of St. John Epis-
copal Church, many times serving as interim rector 
when the church was in between priests.  Forty years 
in one place, thatôs pretty amazing.  Fr. George was 
instrumental in the establishment of St. John Greek 
Orthodox Day School in the 1960s.  With more stu-
dents than St. John Episcopal could accommodate, he 
eagerly diverted everyone on the waiting list to our 
church.  He was our head recruiter.    
He had an amazing marriage to Nancy for 70 years. 
He was devoted to her and in their last years, was not 
only her partner but her caregiver. Their first born 
child, Eveleigh, died on the delivery table.  Thatôs 
why Fr. George had a eye for people in trouble, even 
though he went first for the matter of fact, before the 
warm and fuzzy. But he had an incredible empathy for 
people who had lost children and ministered to many 
of them during his nearly 70 years of ordained minis-
try.  He and Nancy raised four other childrenðStuart, 
Susie, Sandy and Sarah.  I guess they liked named that 
started with S.  Fr. George was Father at school, but 
dad at home.  He loved his children, took care to 
spend lots of time with them, took them on trips and 
made sure they are people of integrity, just like 
him.  He had a sailboat and loved sailing in Tampa 
Bay.  He also had a workshop and enjoyed building 
and making things.  He loved bagpipes, he played 
them all his life.  
 

In Memory of Fr. George Burchill, 1927-2022 
These remarks were offered at a memorial service for Fr. George on 

Sunday, December 18 by Fr. Stavros 



 

 

I know from personal experience that the life of a 
priest is a constant struggle of balancing ministry and 
family.  Most of us never get it quite right, and even if 
we do, there are lots of times we will get it wrong.  So, 
as a priest, I wanted to thank Fr. Georgeôs family, 
Nancy and his children, for sharing your husband and 
your dad with so many other people. 
 
Fr. George retired in 1992 but was asked to stay on 
and that he did for a few more years.  In retirement, he 
spent lots of time at his Bayshore condo reading and 
studying.  He enjoyed his grandchildren and even 
great-grandchildren.  He also spent many months of 
many years traveling, pulling a camper with his car, 
going all over the country, as well as back to Canada 
with Nancy, and going on cruises.  He enjoyed his 
golden years.  He would still fill in as a priest when 
needed and up to his last years was still officiating 
weddings and sacraments when asked.   
 
It was in his mid-retirement that I met him, when I be-
came the priest of St. John Greek Orthodox Church in 
2004.  I was told that Fr. George was an Episcopalian 
priest who fell in love with Orthodoxy.  He would go 
to church twice on Sundaysðfirst to the early service 
at the Episcopal church with Nancy, and then head 
over to St. John for the 10 a.m. service.  He would 
come to all the weekday services here.  He was a de-
voted student of the Bible.  He was a man of pray-
er.  As I mentioned, his former students feared him 
when they were students, some of them even disliked 
him, but many of them said they learned to appreciate 
him in their 20s and they turned to him for ad-
vice.  His golden years were spend dispensing lots of 
advice to students who would return to their teacher.  I 
also saw Fr. George as a mentor. Around here, we 
used to call him ñYodaò the wise old sage from the 
Star Wars Movies.  Fr. George would visit my office 
almost weekly, to hand deliver a note of encourage-
ment, written in barely legible calligraphy.  We would 
often talk, have lunch together and pray together.  He 
gave really sound advice.  The turning point of my 
ministry here was a decision to make an administra-
tive change at our day school.  I knew it would not be 
a popular decision.  I knew it would bring grief to my 
life and more work to my ministry and start an ava-
lanche of bitterness towards me and others.  I remem-
ber distinctly sitting with Fr. George in my vestry, it 
was the first day of Lent, and we sat in these two 
chairs and I was crying because I didnôt know what to 
do.  And Fr. George listened, prayed for me, and told 
me to go and do what I knew was the right thing, even 
though it wouldnôt be popular.  I spoke to several peo-
ple, looking to elicit some support before the decision 
was implemented.  Several older members of our com-
munity knew Fr. George and called on him for ad-

vice.  His advice was to support the decision, and if 
they couldnôt do that, at least not oppose it.  Fr. 
George unknowingly played a pivotal role in the life 
of our church and in my ministry here.   
 
You always knew when Fr. George was aroundðno 
one who has ever belonged to St. John has ever driven 
a yellow ñsmart car.ò  When Fr. George got sick in 
recent years, he stopped shaving, and took on a new 
look, he went from being Yoda from Star Wars to 
looking like Gandalf from Lord of the Rings.   
 
Fr. George was a good steward of our church.  He 
filled out a stewardship form each year, even though 
he wasnôt Orthodox and paid it in full, because in his 
words, ñI might not make it through the next year.ò  In 
true Fr. George fashion, he filled out his form for 
2023, and paid it in full.  When he made some extra 
money because of a wedding or some other fill-in 
work, he always signed the check over to my discre-
tionary fund.  He told me to do whatever I thought 
was best with the moneyðand so because of Fr. 
George, dozens of children went to summer camp who 
otherwise would not be able to afford it; we bought 
some furnishings for the altar that will still be here 
even though Father George is gone.   
 
Fr. George was at our festival only a few weeks ago, 
to support the church, and to take a lot of food espe-
cially pastries home for him and Nancy to enjoy.  He 
stopped coming to church on Sundays, but was faith-
fully here for every weekday service until a few weeks 
ago.  I came home the other day, after Father George 
had passed away, to find a Christmas card had been 
mailed to my home on December 7.  I knew he sent it 
because it was written in calligraphy, and signed as he 
always signed his letters to me, simply ñGeorge.ò   
 
Fr. George was a devout Christian.  His faith was 
amazing. He never wavered in faith, not as his wife 
developed a debilitating disease that robbed them of 
the ability to travel, not as he went through his own 
health crises, several of them, most recently brain can-
cer which was painful.  He recently sent me a letter 
instructing me that if he died during the Divine Litur-
gy in church, that I was to finish the service and con-
tact his children later.  He didnôt want to disrupt any-
oneôs worship experience.  There are people who be-
lieve, and then there are people who really be-
lieve.  Fr. George was in that latter category, he really 
believed in Jesus Christ.  He really is looking forward 
to meeting him in person.  He really is eager to see the 
Kingdom of Heaven.   
 
One of the people Fr. George helped to mentor was 
Charlie Hambos, a young man from our community 



 

 

who was recently ordained as a priest, now with the 
name Fr. Kyriakos. In the many years he served as our 
pastoral assistant, and even in the years before, Fr. 
George was a mentor, an encouragers and sometimes 
even got on Charlieôs case about things.  Because he 
loved Charlie like he loved meðlike we were two ad-
ditional students who he treated like sons.  About two 
weeks ago, I visited Fr. George in the hospital.  And in 
typical Fr. George fashion, he said ñHowôs Charlie 
doing?ò We had watched a video from Father Kyria-
kosô ordination a few months and that made Fr. 
George very happy.  I said, ñwe should call 
him.ò  And he answered ñno, I donôt want to bother 
anyone.ò  I said ñhow about we watch a video of Fr. 
Kyriakos celebrating the Liturgy?ò  This made him 
very happy, so we turned on a video from the church 
in Orlando where Father Kyriakos serves and we 
watched some of the Liturgy.   
 
Fr. George hated the hospital.  He said he knew that he 
was going to die soon.  He really wanted to die at 
home. We had a very deep conversation about life and 
death and ministry.  He had been hallucinating be-
cause of the meds he was on but during the time I was 
there, he was very lucid.  We said our goodbyes that 
day.  He asked me to bless him, and I offered a prayer 
over him.  He told me that he hoped that I would be 
next to him praying at the moment he passed.  I asked 
him for his blessing, knelt at his bedside and he put his 
hand on my head and offered a blessing.   
 
I saw him 9 days ago at his home.  He was in a lot of 
pain.  He asked me to convince everyone that he want-
ed to stop the treatments and just go to the Lord.  He 
kept saying ñFr. Stavros, youôre my only hope.ò To 
which I replied ñIôm not Obi-Wan Kenobi in Star 
Wars which made him laugh.  He asked me to give 
him ice chips, so I dipped a spoon in a glass of ice 
chips and put one in his mouth several times.  The iro-
ny was not lost on me.  I never had the chance to offer 
him Holy Communion in our church, but I did have a 
chance to give him something that would provide 
strength for him that day.   
 
Last Sunday, I prayed for him during our service, for a 
Christian end to his life, painless, blameless and 
peaceful and for a good accounting at the awesome 
judgment seat of Christ.  Monday, I went to go visit 
him.  I timed it out so that I would go at a time that 
was convenient for me, really just a random 
time.  When I got to his house, he was breathing with 
great labor.  We gathered around his bed.  I made a 
comment like ñit canôt be long nowò and in my mind I 
was thinking maybe he would pass in a few hours.  All 
of a sudden, he opened his eyes and looked right at 
me, the only time he had opened his eyes that day.  I 

said that I thought this was the time to offer the Ortho-
dox prayer known as ñthe prayer of separation of the 
soul and body.ò  I offered the prayer, asking for the 
forgiveness of Fatherôs sins, and asking for God to 
take his soul to His everlasting kingdom.  I said 
ñAmen.ò  He took one more labored breath and then 
stopped breathing.  He passed, just as he wanted to, 
hearing the words of prayer in his last breath.   
 
Father George and I had only one argument in the 18+ 
year that I knew him.  It was about doing a memorial 
service.  He didnôt want anything, just to die and have 
no fanfare.  I argued with him many times that people 
love you and want to come out and pay their respect to 
you.  He finally relented and thatôs why we have this 
service here today.  Iôm going to stop my remarks 
here, because I can hear Fr. Georgeôs voice in my 
head, ñenough already, youôre boring the people, they 
have other things to do than listen to you go on and on 
about me.ò  
 
Fr. George lived an amazing life.  He was mean but 
firm, demanding but dignified, feared but ad-
mired.  Most of all he was faithful to God, his family, 
his ministry and his students.  Iôm so blessed that our 
lives crossed paths.  There will never be another Fr. 
George in my life or in our lives.  He was truly one-of-
a-kind.  He will be missed and he will be remembered, 
by his thousands of students, by his family and by this 
Tampa community.  He is the pillar on which St. John 
Episcopal School still stands.  He is part of the foun-
dation of so many successful lives.  Well done, good 
and faithful servant, enter into the joy of your Lord! 
 
I never got to co-celebrate a Divine Liturgy with Fr. 
George.  But I will close these remarks quoting part of 
a prayer that is read over Orthodox Priests when they 
pass away: 
Lord, as you appointed Fr. George to celebrate before 
the holy altar on this earth, make He likewise be made 
worthy to do the same before the altar of heaven; as 
You honored him with spiritual dignity among men, 
likewise accept him uncondemned among the angels in 
Your glory.  Amen. 
 
Orthodox priests greet each other with a phrase that 
Fr. George and I never were able to say to one anoth-
er.  However, as we bid him farewell today, I will of-
fer this greeting, and I know he will hear it from 
aboveðMay the Lord our God remember your priest-
hood in His Kingdom, now and forever and to the ages 
of ages.  Amen. 
A 40-day Memorial Service will be offered for Fr. 
George on Sunday, January 22. 



 

 

One of Godôs greatest 
blessings on my life is 
the ability to write.  I 
love writing.  For the 
most part it comes 
easy to me.  By Godôs 
grace, I have written a 
daily reflection called 
ñThe Prayer Teamò 
since February 
2015.  This has result-
ed in the publication 
of seven books, the 
latest of which is ñThe 
Heart of Encourage-

ment.ò  Each month this year, Iôm going to include 
one reflection from the 176 reflections of this book, as 
a way to share a small sampling of the contents with 
you in the hopes that you will buy this book.  This is 
not about pushing a product.  Itôs about sharing a 
message, a message we all need to hear.  We all need 
more encouragement.  Please read this reflection be-
low, and if you like it, please consider purchasing the 
book for yourself or for someone else.  Everyone 
wants to make a difference in the world.  This book is 
my attempt to reach this parish and far beyond it with 
the hope that by Godôs grace, this book will help 
change the world even a little bit for the better.  +Fr. 
Stavros  
 

 
Filling the Gap Between the Life We Want and the 

Life We Haveð 
The Rick Ankiel Story 

 
Praise the Lord!  For it is good to sing praises to our 
God; for He is gracious, and a song of praise is 
seemly.  The Lord builds up Jerusalem; He gathers 
the outcasts of Israel.  He heals the brokenhearted, 
and binds up their wounds.  He determines the num-
ber of the stars, He gives to all of them their 

names.  Great is our Lord, and abundant in power; 
His understanding is beyond measure.  The Lord 
lifts up the downtrodden, He casts the wicked to the 

ground. 
Psalm 147:1-6 

 
On a crisp October afternoon in 2000, twenty-one-
year-old pitcher Rick Ankiel of the St. Louis Cardinals 
stood on the pitcherôs mound against the Atlanta 

Braves in game one of the League Championship Se-
ries.  He had not allowed a run in the first two innings 
of the game.  He had debuted the year before at age 
20, the second youngest pitcher in Major League 
Baseball.  And before that, he had shined at every lev-
el of baseball heôd ever played.  Major League scouts 
said that he was a once-in-a-generation talent, had a 
Hall of Fame caliber pitching arm.  He was a phe-
nom.  A couldnôt miss star. 
 
Except in the third inning of that game in October 
2000, the ñcouldnôt missò star unexplainably couldnôt 
throw a strike, something he had done successfully 
hundreds of thousands of times, something he did bet-
ter than almost anyone else on the planet.   
 
The meteoric rise of Rick Ankiel was followed by a 
swift and precipitous fall.  He only pitched in a hand-
ful of games before sent to the minor leagues and did-
nôt ever recover his pitching form.  Someone who had 
never had trouble throwing strikes could suddenly no 
longer throw them. 
 
Thankfully, the story of Rick Ankiel didnôt end in fail-
ure.  He switched positions.  He stopped pitching and 
started playing the outfield.  He stopped throwing and 
started hitting.  And he worked his way all the way 
back to the Major Leagues as a home run hitting out-
fielder.  He eventually hit 76 major league home runs 
and played 11 seasons in the major leagues.  Only a 
small percentage of baseball players will ever make it 
to the major leagues.  And only a fraction of players 
will ever make it at more than one position. 
 
Rick Ankiel authored a book entitled ñThe Phenome-
non.ò  (co-authored with Tim Brown, published by 
PublicAffairs, NY, 2017)  It tells the story of his life 
as an abused child, chronicles his career as a phenom-
enal pitcher, describes in painful detail his meteoric 
fall, and gives an account of his impressive return, and 
his now very solid life.  Currently married with two 
children, Rick Ankiel presently works as a sport ana-
lyst.   
 
There are three sentences in his book that really stand 
out: 
 
 
 

The Heart of Encouragement: 176 Reflections to Build You Up 
and Empower You to Build Up Others 
By Fr. Stavros Akrotirianakis 



 

 

See, there is the life you want. 
There is the life you get 
There is what you do with that. 
(Phenomenon, p. 4) 
 
Most of us wonôt succeed to the degree Rick Ankiel 
did.  Most of us wonôt be sports stars, or famous, or 
wealthy.  And most of us wonôt fail on national TV, or 
have our fall documented and dissected public-
ly.  However, all of us will have successes and fail-
ures, and gaps between the two.   
 
There will be the marriage we want and the marriage 
we get; or the job we want and the job we get; or the 
health, success of our children, income, travel and any 
number of other goals that we want, and the actual 
things we get.  We will all have successes, failures and 
gaps.   
 
Our character, and our overall success in life will de-
pend in large part on how we react and respond to the 
gap between our successes and failures, between the 
life we want and the life we get.   
 
The story of Rick Ankiel is inspiring and encouraging, 
which is why it is included in this study.  Itôs inspiring 
because he didnôt let his failure define him.  His dream 
of playing major league baseball took a major detour 
but he made it back and fulfilled his dream.  Itôs in-
spiring because at a moment when he could have just 
stopped and faded away, he didnôt.  He kept 
fighting.  He kept trying. 
 
Encouragement certainly plays a role in this sto-
ry.  Because the day that Rick Ankiel decided to 
change his focus from being a pitcher to being a hitter, 
the St. Louis Cardinals organization didnôt tell him 
ñnoò.  They encouraged him, stayed patient with him, 
and stuck with him, until he worked his way all the 
way back to contribute to the team as an outfielder.   
 
There will be many times when we will have to refine 
or redefine our goals and dreams.  Especially at these 
times, it will be important that we stay focused and 
positive.  And it will be necessary that we have people 
around us to encourage us as we work to fill our gaps 
between what we hoped for and what end up with, so 
that we define our gaps, rather than letting our gaps 
define us. 
 
We will meet countless people like Rick Ankiel in our 
lives, people who have a gap between what they want-
ed and what they have.  We will have opportunities to 
make those gaps wider or narrower.  Our choice to en-
courage can and will certainly make a difference. 
 

Lord, thank You for what I have.  There are many 
things that I want and donôt have. However, help me 
to be thankful for what I have, and to use what I have 
to the best of my ability.  Fill my gaps with patience 
and reassurance, with focus and with the encourage-
ment of others.  Help me to see others who are strug-
gling between what they hoped for and what they have 
and allow me to be an encourager especially to those 
who are struggling to fill their gaps.  Amen. 
 
There is the life you want. There is the life you 
get.  There is what you do with that. May we each 
have the strength to do good with that, and to encour-
age others to do the same. 

Inspiration 
Always pray to have eyes that see the best in people, a 
heart that forgives the worst, a mind that forgets the 
bad, and a soul that never loses faith in God.  
 
A perfect marriage is just two imperfect people who 
refuse to give up on each other. 
 
Life is short. Death is sure. Sin the cause. Christ the 
cure. 
 
Seven Reasons Why You Should Trust God Always: 
He leads me. Isaiah 48:17-Thus says the Lord, your Re-
deemer, the Holy One of Israel: ñI am the Lord your 
God, who teaches you to profit, who leads you in the 
way you should go. 
He restores me.  Psalm 23:3-He restores my soul. He 
leads me in the paths of righteousness for His nameôs 
sake. 
He is with me. Hebrews 13:5-Keep your life free from 
love of money, and be content with what you have; for 
he has said, ñI will never fail you nor forsake you.ò 
He guides me. John 16:13-When the Spirit of truth 
comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will 
not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears 
He will speak, and He will declare to you the things 
that are to come.  
He has chosen me. Isaiah 41:9-You whom I took from 
the ends of the earth, and called form its farthest cor-
ners, saying to you, ñYou are my servant, I have chosen 
you and not cast you off.ò 
He comforts me. Psalm 23:4-Even though I walk 
through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no 
evil; for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff they 
comfort me. 
He forgives me.  Psalm 130:3-4-If Thou, O Lord, 
should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand? But 
there is forgiveness with you. 



 

 

Liturgical Schedule for January 

2ÜÕËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƕȮɯƖƔƖƗɯ2Ûȭɯ!ÈÚÐÓɤ-ÌÞɯ8ÌÈÙɀÚɯ#Èà 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƗƔɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

6ÌËÕÌÚËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƘɯ1ÖàÈÓɯ'ÖÜÙÚɯÖÍɯ3ÏÌÖ×ÏÈÕà 

ƝȯƗƔ-ƕƕȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

3ÏÜÙÚËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƙɯ$ÝÌɯÖÍɯ3ÏÌÖ×ÏÈÕà 

5ÌÚ×ÌÙÈÓɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƝȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

!ÓÌÚÚÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ6ÈÛÌÙÚɯƕƔȯƕƙɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

%ÙÐËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƚɯ3ÏÌÖ×ÏÈÕà 

          +ÐÛÜÙÎàɯÈÛɯ2Ûȭɯ-ÐÊÏÖÓÈÚɯ"ÈÛÏÌËÙÈÓɯ 

        ȹ3ÈÙ×ÖÕɯ 2×ÙÐÕÎÚȺɯƝȯƗƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

&ÙÌÈÛɯ5ÌÚ×ÌÙÚɯÍÖÙɯ2Ûȭɯ)ÖÏÕɯÛÏÌɯ!È×ÛÐÚÛɯƚȯƗƔɯ×ȭÔȭ 

 

2ÈÛÜÙËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƛɯ2Ûȭɯ)ÖÏÕɯÛÏÌɯ!È×ÛÐÚÛ 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƝȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

2ÜÕËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƜɯ.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƘƙɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

2ÜÕËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƕƙɯ.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƘƙɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

3ÜÌÚËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƕƛɯ2Ûȭɯ ÕÛÏÖÕà 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƝȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

6ÌËÕÌÚËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƕƜɯ2ÛÚȭɯ ÛÏÈÕÈÚÐÖÚɯÈÕËɯ"àÙÐÓ 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƝȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

/ÈÙÈÒÓÌÚÐÚɯ2ÌÙÝÐÊÌɯÖÍɯ2Ü××ÓÐÊÈÛÐÖÕ ɯƚȯƔƔɯ×ȭÔȭ 

 

2ÜÕËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƖƖɯ.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƘƙɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

6ÌËÕÌÚËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƖƙɯ2Ûȭɯ&ÙÌÎÖÙàɯÛÏÌɯ3ÏÌÖÓÖÎÐÈÕ 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƝȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

2ÜÕËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƖƝɯ.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƘƙɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

,ÖÕËÈàȮɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƗƔɯ3ÏÙÌÌɯ'ÐÌÙÈÙÊÏÚ 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƘƙɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

3ÏÜÙÚËÈàȮɯ%ÌÉÙÜÈÙàɯƖɯ/ÙÌÚÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ"ÏÙÐÚÛ 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƘƙɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

 

2ÜÕËÈàȮɯ%ÌÉÙÜÈÙàɯƙɯ!ÌÎÐÕÕÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ3ÙÐÖËÐÖÕ-/ÜÉÓÐÊÈÕɯÈÕËɯ/ÏÈÙÐÚÌÌ 

.ÙÛÏÙÖÚɯƜȯƗƔɯÈȭÔȭɯ#ÐÝÐÕÌɯ+ÐÛÜÙÎàɯƕƔȯƔƔɯÈȭÔȭ 

St. Basil the Great 

Theophany 

St. Anthony the Great 

Three Hierarchs 


