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December is the time when we worry about
Christmas gifts. Everyone seems to agree that
we overdo this gift-giving stuff. Everyone seems
to agree that it all has become too commercial
and less spiritual. We read so many sermons and
messages on the excesses of the season. What are
we to do? How would we go about putting Christ
back into Christmas? How do we make Christ the

reason for the season ? Or, is this really a prob-
lem at all?

This year, | m for gift-giving. God gave us His
gift: His only begotten Son. The Son gave us His
gift of Himself. The Spirit brought us these gifts
as His own gift for mankind. Why does God give?
Because He loves us and because it is His nature
to love and to give. If it is His nature to love and
to give, and we know that we are created by Him
in His own image and likeness, then it is our prop-
er nature to love and to give. Christ gives Himself
to God the Father and to mankind. We, too, need
to give ourselves to God and to each other. To do
otherwise would be to act and live in a way con-
trary to our very nature. Such living would cause
dissonance and pain. It would cause depression,
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anxiety and discontentment. Whenever someone
is not consistent with his own nature, he or she
will feel such pain.

The solution seems to me to be very clear.
Lets give in to our nature, and give ourselves
to God and to each other. Lets give cheerfully
and generously to God through His Church, and
give to each other our time, caring and gifts. Let
us indulge in sharing the love that God has for us
and we have for each other, and let s do it abun-
dantly. Let s overcome our fears. If we are short
of cash, let s be creative. If we are short on time,
let s fast from those activities that steal away our
time and be with each other, instead of our televi-
sions and computers. Let s live deliberately and
joyfully, giving fully and generously. Nothing less
will be from our nature, which
is itself the Christmas gift

from God.

Fr. John Abdalah




4 The Word

From September 23 to 25, pilgrims traveled to
Antiochian Village for the St. Thekla Pilgrimage
and the Patronal Feast of the St. Thekla Mon-
astery, enjoying a weekend of prayer, refresh-
ment, focus and fellowship. Pilgrims trickled in
on Friday evening after busy weeks of work and
the demands of dalily life, and were offered hos-
pitality and a time to unwind and transition in
prayer at Vespers. Following this, they enjoyed
fellowship with one another, a movie, and a
discussion. Saturday was a full day, beginning
with Orthros and the Divine Liturgy, followed
by brunch, and then workshops on Orthodox
Family Life, Living Faithfully Through Crisis, the
Sacraments, and a discussion of the book Miles
to Go. After a break, we convened at the Shrine
of St. Thekla, located at the Village Camp, and
prayed the Supplication to St. Thekla. We were
anointed, too, with the miraculous oil from the
lampada that burns in the Shrine of St. Thekla in
Ma aloula, Syria.

A Saturday afternoon program was offered,
with a choice of an informative tour of the icons
in the Saints Peter and Paul Chapel, a hike to the
monastery building site, or a visit to the Antio-
chian Heritage Museum. The Museum s current
exhibit, Structure in Stone, is of expeditions in
the early 1900s that examined the architecture
of Syria dating back to 500 B.C. In the evening,
we gathered for Great Vespers, dinner and con-
versation, followed by a talk and discussion on
prayer by Mother Alexandra. The Pilgrimage
closed on Sunday following Orthros, Divine Lit-
urgy, the Blessing for Travelers and brunch.

Our guest Hierarch for the Pilgrimage was
His Grace Bishop THOMAS of the Diocese of
Charleston and the Mid-Atlantic. Sayidna THOM-
AS provided us with practical, spiritual food to
strengthen our minds and hearts for encounter-
ing the daily demands of this world. He remind-
ed us that St. Thekla was always prepared, unlike
the unwise virgins in the Gospel, and to ask our-
selves if we are prepared to meet Christ, not just
when he comes at the end of the world, but in



each day of our lives. We were grateful for Sayid-
na THOMAS s presence, providing many faithful
the opportunity to meet him and speak with him.
In addition, Fr. Anthony Yazge, Director of the
Antiochian Village Camp, and many of our clergy
from Pennsylvania were also with us until they
needed to return to their parishes: Bishop-Elect
Fr. John Abdalah, Fr. Donald Shadid, Fr. John
Nosal, Fr. Stephen Lourie, Fr. Gregory Long, Fr.
Joel Gillam, Fr. Fred Pfeil, Fr. Meletios Zafaran,
Fr. James Purdie, and Dn. Michael Ibrahim. We
thank them for their time, presence and ministry
to us.

Thanks are also extended to Paul Finley, Di-
rector of the Antiochian Village Conference Cen-
ter; Barli Ross, Director of Orthodox Programs;
and the entire Village Staff for their hospitality
which far exceeds food and lodging.

Mother Alexandra
Saint Thekla Monastery




6 The Word

Seminarian Dinner
at the Archdiocese
Headquarters

On October 11, 2011, His Eminence Metro-
politan PHILIP hosted the Annual Seminarian
Dinner at the Archdiocese Headquarters. In at-
tendance were all of the Antiochian seminarians
and their spouses from St. Tikhon, St. Vladimir,
and Holy Cross seminaries. Also in attendance
were the three Bishops-Elect who are prepar-
ing to travel to Lebanon in December for their
consecrations. They are Bishop-Elect John (Ab-
dalah), Bishop-Elect Anthony (Michaels), and
Bishop-Elect Nicholas (Ozone). The evening
began with a Vesper service in the Chapel of
St. John Chrysostom at the Archdiocese Head-
quarters. Following the Vesper service, everyone
gathered in the large dining room for the photo
group, which was then followed by dinner. Af-
ter dinner, His Eminence Metropolitan PHILIP
addressed the gathered seminarians and their
spouses, discussing matters which are important
to their future priesthood. He spoke about the
importance of practical pastoral theology which
touches the lives of people. His Eminence then
asked each of the Bishops-Elect to address the
students, and to speak of both their pastoral ex-
periences as priests, and their expectations for
their Episcopal ministry. Finally, we were treated
to beautiful chanting by both Fr. Elias Bitar, and
seminarian Rassem Al-Massih.






























































































