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Christmas Traditions  
and Our Time of  

Glad Tidings and Joy
hen people ask me what my family 
Christmas traditions are, and how we 
are supposed to feel during this sea-

son, I take pause. Are we supposed to have 
some special family traditions? If I don’t, am I 
somehow deficient or wanting? What are we 
supposed to feel, and what if I don’t feel that 
way? Our family kept the fast; my wife read the 
children the Gospel nativity accounts; she made 
a calendar with daily messages for the forty days 
before the feast; we went with the parish teens 
to carol for the shut-ins and nursing homes; she 
made or bought each child a special Christmas 
tree ornament; and we always went to Church 
for the festal liturgy (pretty important for the 
priest). Those asking, however, must be look-
ing for a more special family tradition. The most 

memorable tradition for me was setting up 
the video-camera to catch the excitement 

of the children as they opened their 
gifts. Waiting for the camera was 

painful for the children who had 
been anticipating their gifts 

for months. 

Christmastime is  sup-

posed to be a time of joy, yet, because it re-
minds us of days gone by, it can also be accom-
panied by some unfinished grieving for loved 
ones. We all remember past Christmases, when 
loved ones now asleep in the Lord were still with 
us. We remember what they did to add to the 
holidays. Remembering such times leaves us 
with mixed emotions. We can hardly expect to 
feel joyous all the time, yet we can take conso-
lation in what this season brings to us. It brings 
the Resurrected Lord in the infant Jesus. We 
celebrate Christ’s Nativity, knowing that Christ 
is risen from the dead. By His death is death 
destroyed, and we are restored to life. Symeon, 
the righteous old priest, saw the salvation of 
mankind in the infant Jesus. We can too, even if 
the representation of Jesus is a plastic figure in a 
crowded department store. 

Feelings have to do with attitude. We can 
choose to have an attitude of joy and 
thankfulness, even while we are griev-
ing our losses or are irritated by 
the secularization of the Feast. 
Choose to be cheerful, be-
cause the Lord likes a 
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cheerful giver (2 Corinthians 9:11). Choose to be thank-
ful, because God has cared so much and loved so much 
that He chose to send His only begotten Son. With this 
truth in mind, we can cut through all the noise of the 
season to discover what there is to be thankful for. 

Many parishes celebrate a Compline Service with the 
Christmas canon two, three or more times a week. This 
is a way to gather together and pray. Some parishes 
offer special lecture series or Bible studies for the days 
before Christmas. Some families make a special point 
of reading Scripture or a spiritual book together for 
this time of preparation. 

Following the fasting rules for the season help us re-

member what God has done for us. It reminds us 
that there is more to the season than cookies and hot 
chocolate. Fasting sets this season apart from other 
times of the year. Together with alms-giving, we can 
be constantly aware of who we are and who God calls 
us to be. There is more to the season than parties and 
gifts. We are reminded each year that the One who 
was born of the Virgin is the Word of God, who took 
on flesh, suffered, died, rose from the dead and joins 
Himself to us. He has joined and participated in every 
aspect of our lives. Because He has done this, we can 
be saved. Because the Word became flesh, we who 
hear the Word can flesh it out, so to speak, and re-
veal it to the world. We can share in witnessing to the 
truth, praising the Father with Christ, and caring for the 
Church and for the world. Because we are joined to 
Christ, or rather because Christ has joined Himself to 
us, we can put the reason back into the season. We can 
fulfill our Christian mission as we celebrate Christmas. 

Admittedly, there is a lot of noise that accompanies the 
Christmas season. It is annoying that the marketers be-
gin decorating at the end of October and the commer-
cials urge us to overspend and purchase things that 
have nothing to do with the Feast. It is offensive that 
the great ascetic, Saint Nicholas, would be dressed up 
to be fat and silly, and that the radio plays silly songs 
about snowmen and sleigh bells. If we are deliberate, 
however, with a little effort we can get beyond all this 
silliness to put Christ back into Christmas. We can re-
place the radio with recordings of the Feast, schedule 
the parties within our control to after the feast, use our 
alms-giving and fasting to do good for others, and 
encounter in everything the Christ who is born to us. 
We aren’t going to change the world’s celebration, but 
we can witness to Christ from within it. Acts of charity 
bring us closer to the many who are in need.

The liturgical parallels between Christmas and  Pascha 
are noteworthy. The Royal Hours and Pre-feast of Christ-
mas use the same structure and melodies, calling us to 
see that the cave for the nativity is likened to the cave in 
which the crucified Lord is buried. The swaddling cloth 
of the infant and the burial cloth are also connected. 
These images are evident in the icons as well. 

We all feel many powerful feelings during this season. 
Let us keep sober, be deliberate and use the gifts God 
has given us, as well as those of the Church, to rededi-
cate ourselves to Christ. In so doing we will witness to 
each other and the world.

By Bishop JOHN

4   December 2014

n the early stages of the Syr-
ian civil war, atrocities com-
mitted by rebel militiamen 

against Christians and other Mid-
dle Eastern minorities received 
little attention in the American 
press. That all changed with the 
relentless advance of ISIS across northern Syria and 
Iraq in recent months. Reportage of gruesome be-
headings and crucifixions, mass executions, enslave-
ments, and religious and ethnic cleansing galvanized 
the American public, and the Obama administration 
acknowledged that we were facing a genuine human 
tragedy. In particular, the expulsion of thousands of 
Christians and Yazidis from their historic homelands 
forced many to realize that ISIS atrocities demanded 
a response. 

Middle Eastern Christians themselves recognized 
immediately that here was a dire threat to their very 
existence. Those living in the United States saw that 
American policy had to be directed toward the sup-
port and protection of Christians and other threat-
ened minorities. In Wichita, Kansas, a group from St. 
George Cathedral and other communities banded to-
gether in mid-2013 under the umbrella of a fledgling 
organization called “Christian Alliance for the Middle 
East” (CAME). CAME was inaugurated with a two-fold 
strategy: to unite Christians to lobby the US govern-
ment to do something to protect Middle Eastern 
Christians and others, and to raise awareness of the 
plight of Middle Eastern Christians among the Ameri-
can public. Some of us who were involved learned 
of a conference being held in Washington, D.C., and 
sponsored by an organization called “In Defense of 
Christians” (IDC). It quickly became evident that the 
goals of IDC were identical to those of CAME, and 
that IDC was incalculably better equipped in funding, 
ecclesiastical influence, government connections, and 
organizational structure to move the mission of pro-
tecting Middle Eastern Christians forward. 

With the blessings of Bishop 
 BASIL and Metropolitan JOSEPH, 
I and two other collaborators in 
the CAME effort accompanied 
Metropolitan JOSEPH to the inau-
gural IDC Summit in Washington, 
September 9 to 11. The line-up of 

speakers and participants was impressive. To us, the 
organization’s philosophy was spot-on: “Awareness 
and advocacy are the two fundamental components 
of IDC’s work. Awareness is broadly focused on bring-
ing attention in the United States and the western 
world to the plight of ancient Christian communities of 
the Middle East. Advocacy is narrowly focused on the 
U.S. foreign policy community, influencing policymak-
ers to promote values abroad that are consistent with 
the universal human rights of religion and conscience 
. . . . (A)ll Middle Eastern Christians are called upon 
to join together in solidarity . . . . Thus united, Middle 
Eastern Christians will invite all people of good will to 
join the cause to defend the defenseless, to be a voice 
for those who are voiceless.”

In an unprecedented show of Christian unity, the event 
was headlined by five Patriarchs and several archbish-
ops and bishops from Orthodox, Roman Catholic, 
and other ancient Middle Eastern traditions: Maronite 
Catholic, Melkite Catholic, Chaldean Catholic, Syriac 
Catholic, Syriac Orthodox, Coptic Orthodox, and 
Armenian Apostolic. Evangelicals were also in atten-
dance. Metropolitan JOSEPH represented our Antio-
chian “Greek” Orthodox Patriarch JOHN X. Visually, 
the sheer diversity of ecclesiastical garb among these 
Christian leaders was dazzling. More substantially, the 
unity of their message was compelling.

The various speakers’ presentations had several key 
themes, first of which was the unity of Christians in their 
confession of Jesus Christ and the propagation of His 
gospel. Although dogmatic and other differences be-
tween the various communities were acknowledged, 

Facing the Crisis:
Christian Solidarity in the Middle East
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our commonalities were seen as more profound and 
the basis for carrying the mission forward. A corollary 
emphasis was that Christian identity is primary, and 
that ethnic heritage and political persuasions must 
remain subordinate. Universal human rights, freedom 
of religion, and separation of church and state were 
upheld as crucial values for the people of the Middle 
East, as they are for us in the West. Finally, solidarity 
with persecuted Jews and Muslims, as well as with all 
people of good will, was commonly cited as a moral 
imperative for those advancing the cause of suffering 
Christians. These convictions were heard repeatedly 
from a wide variety of presenters who ascended the 
dais. They were strongly affirmed by many rounds of 
applause from the attendees. The unity of conviction 
was palpable.

Conspicuous for its absence was any mention of 
particular Middle Eastern political positions and per-
suasions. Anyone with experience in Middle Eastern 
communities, Christian or other, is well aware of how 
diverse and intensely held such political persuasions 
can be. Nonetheless, whether by advance agreement 
or happy coincidence, all involved left their political 

positions behind as they came together for the cause 
of suffering Christians.

On Wednesday morning, September 10, participants 
ascended Capitol Hill where they heard presentations 
by 17 different members of Congress in support of 
IDC’s mission. Following this, various delegations visit-
ed the offices of individual representatives to promote 
IDC’s cause. At the same time, the hierarchs were tak-
en to the White House for a meeting with President 
Obama and his staff.

The highlight of the Summit was to be the Gala Soli-
darity Banquet, held that evening, September 10, with 
the theme “Religious Freedom and Human Dignity.” 
Unfortunately, this event was marred by remarks from 
the keynote speaker, The Honorable Ted Cruz (R-TX).

Sen. Cruz began his presentation with several com-
ments about the need for Americans to rally to the 
support of persecuted Christians and Jews. These 
statements were met with corresponding rounds of 
applause. He then inexplicably shifted his emphasis 
solely to the persecution of Jews and the state of Is-
rael in particular. Concern for persecuted Christians – 
the theme of the Summit itself – dropped out of sight. 
His entire focus shifted to an emphasis on how loyalty 
to the state of Israel was a primary duty for all Chris-
tians. This prompted a negative response from some 
in the audience. Senator Cruz left the stage before 
completing his remarks. 

What had happened? In an interview after the event, 
Cruz asserted that his purpose was to stand in sup-
port of persecuted Middle Eastern Christians, but 
that in attempting to speak on their behalf, he had 
encountered anti-Semitism in the crowd. Representa-
tive Charlie Dent (R-PA), who was in the audience, had 
a different perspective. “He was speaking to people 
outside of the building,” Dent said. “It was a willful 
and deliberate confrontation, and very self-serving.”

This unfortunate incident aside, the IDC Summit was a 
powerful statement of Christian unity in solidarity with 
our suffering brothers and sisters in the Middle East. 
The IDC seeks to build on this foundation by encour-
aging local involvement and advocacy on their behalf. 
While acknowledging the misgivings that arose from 
the Cruz remarks and the inevitable political differ-
ences that were only set aside in the profession of 
unity, I pray that this organization may prove effective 
in keeping the cause of suffering Christians of the Mid-
dle East before the eyes of the American public and its 
policy-makers in Washington.

by Fr. Paul O’Callaghan

Join the 60 previous winners!
2015 Jack G. Shaheen

Mass Communications Scholarships
17th Consecutive Year, Award Amount $1,000

Purpose: To honor Arab-American students who excel in 
Media Studies.

Eligibility: Juniors, Seniors and Graduate School college 
students enrolled in the 2014–2015 academic year, 
having a minimum 3.0 GPA, and majoring in journalism, 
radio, television, and/or film.

Applicants: Please submit the following items to the ADC 
Research Institute (hard copy applications only):
•  A one-page statement explaining your goals and stating 

why you merit the scholarship, and a declaration that 
you are a U.S. citizen of Arab heritage;

•  Two original signed letters of recommendation from 
professors of Mass Communications;

•    Copies of your articles, DVDs, films, and so forth (these 
items will not be returned to you);

•   Official academic transcripts (minimum 3.0 GPA); and
•    Your permanent home address and phone number, 

e-mail address, and your phone number during the 
school year, if it is different.

Deadline: Monday, March 30, 2015    
Incomplete or late applications, and applications not on 
paper, will not be accepted.

Submit all materials to The ADC Research Institute 
Attention: Mr. Nabil Mohamad, ADC Vice President 
1990 M Street, NW, Suite 610, Washington, D.C. 20006
If you have any questions, call 202-244-2990, or  e-mail: 
organizing@ADC.org.
Awards will be announced and presented during the 
ADC’s National Convention in Washington, D.C., in June 
2015. Award winners are encouraged to  attend.

hey are right, of course: the Psalmist sees that it 
is he whom God creates, and nothing less; that 
it is his “inward parts” that are formed, and not 

something else – I was “made in secret.”

As Orthodox, however, we have even more reason to 
acknowledge the sanctity of life before birth. More than 
other Christians of our day, we celebrate the fact that 
God became man, indeed a male human being, in the 
womb of the Virgin. Just as he is “Light of Light, very 
God of very God,” he was never merely a “potential 
 human being,” but, like all other human beings right 
from conception, a “human being with potential” – 
though that sounds anti-climactic and trivial when 
speaking of Him! His divine Person assumed human 
nature to itself in the one Person, Jesus Christ. The Un-
created became a creature – one of us. Though this 
is an ineffable mystery, we know that He hallowed the 
womb as the God-Man.

The Troparion for the Feast of the Annunciation (when 
Christ was conceived, nine months before Nativity) de-
clares triumphantly,

Today is the beginning of our salvation,
The revelation of the eternal mystery!
The Son of God becomes the Son of the Virgin
As Gabriel announces the coming of Grace.
Together with him let us cry to the Theotokos:
Rejoice, O Full of Grace,
The Lord is with You!

From its beginning, the Church has taught that Chris-
tians should not abort their children, nor kill them after 
birth. Just as today, there were some then who said that 
human life began some time after conception, or that 
the question of life’s beginning was a mystery – which to 
their minds justified destroying the child. (Incidentally, 
while fetus has a technical meaning now of child in one 

VISION FOR LIFE – PITTSBURGH. SAVING LIVES WITH ADVERTISING

The Incarnation and the Sanctity 
of Life before Birth
Is it at all surprising that we Orthodox have a high view of life before birth? 
When they think of the sanctity of life
before birth, many Christians will quote Psalm 139:

For You formed my inward parts; 

You covered me in my mother’s womb.

I will praise You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made;  

Marvelous are Your works, 

And that my soul knows very well. 

My frame was not hidden from You, 

When I was made in secret, 

And skillfully wrought in the lowest parts of the earth. 

Your eyes saw my substance, being yet unformed. 

And in Your book they all were written, 

The days fashioned for me, 

When as yet there were none of them.

How precious also are Your thoughts to me, O God! 

How great is the sum of them!

If I should count them, they would be more in number than the sand; 

When I awake, I am still with You (vss. 13–18).

T
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Raising the Profile of
Pregnancy Medical Centers

Pregnancy support centers and medical centers are 
the “unwed mothers’ homes” of today. Here women 
get the practical and moral help they need to choose 
what is right for them and their babies, to become the 
mothers that God intended them to be, and to learn 
how to take care of themselves and the children they 
will be raising. The women of Cleveland organized Zoe 
for Life! a pan-Orthodox national Christian initiative, in 
1997, and began a successful ministry to women facing 
unwanted pregnancies, and facilitating adoptions by 
Orthodox families. They write, “Since starting, we’ve 
had hundreds of calls for help on our helpline. We’ve 
helped with several adoptions including one recently in 
2010 in which the birth mother was originally planning 
to abort. Priests have called seeking support for parish-
ioners in crisis, women who had already made appoint-
ments for an abortion. We’ve given out baby items to 
over one hundred women in need. . . . We are ordinary 
Orthodox Christians. Together, with God’s help, we can 
change the world.” Their “Zoe House” in Parma, Ohio, 
served 200 women in 2012, but 400 in 2013. By Fall 
2014 they had already exceeded the numbers for the 
year before. May God bless them! They are continuing 
in the glorious tradition of the earliest Christians. 

The challenge we face today is to make these pregnan-
cy medical centers as socially prominent as the unwed 
mothers’ homes were in the past.

Think about it: in the 1890s, in New York City, unmar-
ried pregnant women had at least 20 options for lodg-
ing, help, and training, including the Magdalene Be-
nevolence Society, the House of Mercy, and the House 
of the Good Shepherd (with room for 1,042 women). 
Every city was the same. Everyone knew where at least 
one of these homes could be found, and if a young 
woman was “in trouble,” she knew where she could 
get help. These homes had tremendous “social pres-
ence” – think of how visible they were in the commu-
nity, physically and socially; a thousand women residing 
in one institution. I am sure that everyone within twenty 
blocks of such a home knew it was there; and that many 
would have made use of their services or would have 
had friends or relatives who did.

Times have changed, and today there are few such 
maternity homes, but the need is the same. How do 
women find the pregnancy medical centers, if these 
centers aren’t as socially prominent as the unwed 
mothers’ homes?

Simply put: Advertising.

There are at least four national, Christian pro-life media 
ministries in America today that are raising the profile 
of pregnancy medical centers: Virtue Media, Heroic 
Media, Online for Life, and Vitae Caring Foundation. 
They run national ad campaigns directed towards abor-
tion-vulnerable and abortion-determined women, of-
ten in collaboration with local pregnancy medical cen-
ters. (The pregnancy medical centers have ultrasound 
machines, very effective tools in this ministry. When 
women see their unborn children on the screen, a ma-
jority of them will choose life.) The care is non-judg-
mental, warm and honest. Women are free to make up 
their own minds. They can find the practical support 
they need, and the 
morale-boosting that 
everybody needs at 
a time of crisis. No 
fair-minded person, 
even someone who 
doesn’t know what 
she thinks about 
abortion, can be op-
posed to women 
know ing about their 
unborn children when considering abortion. Zoe for 
Life! has recently received a $10,000-per-month adver-
tising grant from Google to reach abortion-vulnerable 
women in their area!

In Pittsburgh there are three organizations with several 
pregnancy medical centers and, in one case, a mobile 
ultrasound unit that can go anywhere in the city to 
meet a woman in need: Choices Pregnancy Services, 
The Pregnancy Resource Center of the South Hills, 
and Women’s Choice Network. Dr. Rocco Adams of 
St. George Antiochian Orthodox Cathedral in Oakland 
(Pittsburgh) is the Medical Director for Choices Preg-
nancy Services.

While the 7 Pittsburgh centers do some of their own 
advertising, it’s a challenge for them to raise funds for 
advertising on top of their many other more tangible 
needs (such as repairs to the mobile unit, 
for example). In 2010 a small, ecumeni-
cal group of Christians (including the au-
thor) created an all-volunteer, non-profit, 
pro-life organization called “Vision for 
Life – Pittsburgh.” Since late 2010, Vision 
for Life has been running ad campaigns 
that connect “abortion-vulnerable” and 

period of gestation, its Latin sense is simply 
“offspring”; we never use the depersonaliz-
ing, but correct, term gravida, to refer to the 
mother.) St. Basil would have none of these 
arguments, saying that “any fine distinc-
tion between its being completely formed 
or unformed is not admissible among us” 
(St.  Basil the Great, Letter 188:2 or First Ca-
nonical Letter, Canon 2). This was and is the 
mind of the Church. So, for example, the 
Epistle of Barnabas (A.D. 117–132) instructs 
us: “Do not murder a child by abortion, 
nor commit infanticide” (19:5), and the Di-
dache, a Syrian Church manual from before 
140 A.D., says the same thing (2:2:2). The 

Church has not changed its teaching on this – thank 
God! Indeed, early Christians rescued children whose 
fathers had exposed them to the  elements.

For Orthodox today, however, abortion can be tempt-
ing. When Orthodox women in Ohio wanted to do 
something to help women facing unplanned pregnan-
cies in 1977, they were told by CareNet, a national 
pro-life counseling organization, that Orthodox Chris-
tians have a higher abortion rate than the U.S. norm. 
According to Care Net, “Orthodox Christians have two 
strikes against them – a concentrated ethnic group 
and a tightly knit religious group. For reasons of pride 
and shame, these factors invariably are linked to high 
abortion rates.” The Orthodox women from Ohio com-
mented, “This was confirmed after talking with our par-
ish priests, who told us that many Orthodox women 
abort their children, but their priests become aware of 
the event only through confession.” This spurred them 
to action – of which, more below.

Three Fronts

How can we love our abortion-vulnerable neighbors 
in our day? Is our contemporary world so different, so 
secular, are the numbers so horrendous, that we can do 
nothing? Not at all. Marvin Olasky, a social historian, 
has written about abortion in America and made some 
surprising observations.1 For one thing, widespread 
abortion and the recent controversy since the 1960s 
over abortion are not new; in the middle of the 19th 
Century, the abortion rate was even higher than it is to-
day; if we had the abortion rate of 1860, we would have 
1.7 million abortions a year, instead of just over a mil-
lion. The arguments in the 19th Century for and against 
abortion were very much like the ones that have been 
made in the past 40 years. Olasky notes that the abor-

tion rate went down in the late 19th Century, however, 
because of what we now call pro-life work.

There were – and are – three fronts to this work: the 
educational/moral, the political, and the pastoral. 
 Education opens the eyes of people who want to see. 
Sometimes it is enough for someone (like me!) to see 
pictures of developing or aborted babies to “get it.” 
Sometimes an argument needs to be made – minds 
can be changed. Abortionists tend not to be admirable 
people in several respects, and shame will keep real 
doctors from sullying their work with killing. Facebook 
posts are having a positive impact on people who, like 
me, don’t like to think about abortion. For example, 
it helps people to realize that, as one study showed, 
one week after their abortions, one out of 33 women 
said it was the wrong decision; two years after, another 
study found, it was more than one out of 4. We may be 
surprised to find that peoples’ minds and hearts can be 
changed by the Spirit of God and by the truth, respect-
fully expressed.

In the political sphere, laws that restrict abortion pro-
tect women and their unborn children. We must real-
ize, however, that the law will never be enough: Olasky 
points out that the problem in the past was sometimes 
that there was no enforcement of the laws against abor-
tion that were on the books. Still, laws educate public 
morality, and many women will not abort their children 
if it’s illegal. (You can promote laws that respect life by 
joining Orthodox clergy and lay people in next year’s 
March for Life in Washington, D.C., on Thursday, Janu-
ary 22. See www.marchforlife.org.) From 2011 to 2013, 
state lawmakers passed an unprecedented 205 pro-life 
laws! How many women today, who were uncertain 
about an abortion, are thanking God that they didn’t 
have one, because of those laws?

There are three fronts, but the greatest of these is pas-
toral. In the past, “unwed mothers’ homes” were the 
prominent sign to anxious women in every commu-
nity that people in that community cared about them 
and their unborn children. Many of these homes were 
founded and run by Christians moved by the love of 
God to love and serve their neighbors.

It is this kind of “pastoral” work, Olasky argues, that 
had the greatest impact in reducing the number of 
abortions in the past, and will have the greatest impact 
in our day.
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“abortion-determined” women to the medical centers 
in our immediate area. So we see ourselves, in a sense, 
as their “advertising department.” Our current Board 
has two Orthodox (including myself), but we are always 
interested in help from other Orthodox, including help 
on the Board. If you live in the Pittsburgh area, please 
contact me if you are interested.

On the one hand, we raise money for the advertising. 
On the other hand, we use this money to provide TV 
commercials on local cable networks, and Google “Ad-
words” search-engine advertising. So a woman sees a 
commercial on television, or she searches for “abortion 
Pittsburgh” on the Internet and our search results ap-
pear at the top. She calls the number in the TV ad, or 
clicks on the Web link and goes to a Web page like the 
one on the previous page.

She calls the phone number for the pregnancy medi-
cal center she finds there. She may ask, “Do you do 
abortions?” The center representative does not simply 
say “No,” but asks, “Have you had an ultrasound?” 
Ultrasounds are necessary to establish a viable pregnan-
cy, and abortionists often will do them before an abortion 
to establish gestation. In the conversation that follows, 
the woman may make an appointment. If she does, and 
keeps it, and has an ultrasound, she will see the child in 
her womb; oftentimes she will see her baby’s heart beat-
ing. In the majority of cases, as I say, she will choose life.

In 2013, our Internet ad search results, or Internet dis-
play ads, appeared on computer screens around Pitts-
burgh over a million times. Vision for Life increased 
calls from abortion-determined women by 40% over 
the year before at one group of centers. Just this Fall 
(2014), we began a Facebook ad campaign from the 
Facebook page “Pittsburgh Choices,” which put ad 
postings on the “News Feeds” of over 64,000 smart-
phone screens, tablets and computers of women 14 
to 26 living within 25 miles of Pittsburgh. You can see 
one of those ads, with Cassandra Adams of St. George 
Orthodox Cathedral in Oakland, Pittsburgh, on page 8. 
(The locations and phone numbers for centers were in 
the caption for the ad posting on Facebook. Cassandra 
is the daughter of Dr. Rocco and Mrs. Daria Adams.)

Our campaign continues, and hundreds of women have 
“liked” our ad and our page, and some have “shared” 
it. We are touching hearts and minds.

We believe that the difference we are making is show-
ing up in statistics. The graph below shows the ratio of 
abortions to live births in Southwestern Pennsylvania 

as opposed to all other Pennsylvania counties. You can 
see that the ratio of abortions to births was higher in 
our area than in the rest of the State, but it dropped 
below the rest of the State in 2009. It then continued to 
decline, and at a sharper rate, in 2011 and 2012. While 
other factors no doubt were involved in this decrease 
in abortions, our advertising began in late 2010, and is 
playing a part in driving the numbers down.

Vision for Life is expanding our advertising work on the 
Internet on behalf of the Alpha-Omega Centers in Slip-
pery Rock and New Castle, north of Pittsburgh. There 
are about 10 colleges and universities within the catch-
ment area for Alpha-Omega, and New Castle has an at-
risk population like Pittsburgh’s inner city. Women from 
these areas have been coming down to Pittsburgh for 
abortions. Alpha-Omega reports that 70% of the wom-
en who call, make and keep their appointments, which 
is outstanding. Many more babies and moms will be 
saved from abortion.

Statistics can leave us cold, but they are helpful  because 
we remember that the numbers stand for people. Here’s 
a story of just one such “statistic,” that you may have 
heard before from me. It bears repeating. On a busy 
Tuesday evening, “Janet” and her mother walked into 
Choices Pregnancy Services in Coraopolis. How did she 
feel about the possibility of being pregnant?” “I’ll have 
an abortion,” she replied without emotion. What about 
adoption? “No way. I couldn’t give my baby away.” 
What did she know about abortion? “I know it would 
be killing my baby. But I’m too young to have another 
baby. I already have a one-year-old.” After some discus-
sion, her mother said, “She wants to have an abortion? 
Yeah, I’m fine with that.” An appointment was made for 
her to come back for an ultrasound scan to see how far 
along she was and if it was a viable pregnancy.

Two days later Janet and her mom were back. On the 
screen, a beautiful, fully developed 16-week-old baby 
was moving around. “Is that my baby?” Janet asked the 
ultrasound technician. “Yes, it is. Do you see the heart 
beating right here?” She pointed it out. With that,  Janet 
said, “I can’t kill my baby!” Her mom whispered, “I’ve 
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2015 Diocesan Parish Life Conferences and Archdiocese Convention

Diocese Dates Host Parish

Diocese of Wichita June 10–13, 2015 St. Elias Church; Denver (Arvada), CO

Diocese of Miami June 10–14, 2015 St. Ignatius Church; Franklin, TN

Diocese of Worcester June 18–21, 2015 St. Mary Church; Pawtucket, RI

Diocese of Toledo June 24–28, 2015 St. Nicholas Church; Grand Rapids, MI

Dioceses of Los Angeles & Eagle River July 2–5, 2015 St. Andrew Church; Riverside, CA

Dioceses of Charleston & New York July 2–5, 2015 St. John Church; Levittown, NY

Diocese of Ottawa July 2–5, 2015 St. Michael Church; Geneva, NY

52nd Archdiocese Convention July 19–26, 2015 St. Mary Church, Cambridge, Massachusetts

ORDAINED

BURNETT, Joshua, to the holy diaconate by Bishops 
THOMAS and JOHN on September 28, 2014, at St. 
George Cathedral, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He con-
tinues his studies at St. Vladimir’s Seminary. 

DOURANI, Deacon Elias (Nazmi), to the holy priest-
hood by Metropolitan JOSEPH on September 7, 
2014, at St. Matthew Church in Torrance, California. 
He  remains attached to St. James Church, Placentia, 
California.

HALE, Juvenaly, to the holy diaconate by Bishop 
BASIL on October 4, 2014, at St. Joseph Church, 
Houston, Texas. He is assigned to that parish.

ELEVATED

FENTON, Priest John, to the dignity of Archpriest by 
Bishop JOHN on October 12, 2014, at Holy Incarna-
tion Church, Lincoln Park, Michigan.

FLORA, Priest John, to the dignity of Archpriest by 
Bishop BASIL on September 28th, 2014, at the Church 
of St. Michael the Archangel, Park City, Kansas.

ASSIGNED

MAHFOUZ, Deacon John, to Ss. Peter and Paul Church 
in Salt Lake City, Utah, effective October 1, 2014.

NAJIM, Deacon Maxime, to St. George Church, San 
Diego, California, effective November 1, 2014.

RELEASED

WARREN, Deacon Theophan of All Saints Church, 
Chicago, Illinois, to the Orthodox Church in America, 
effective October 14, 2014.

REPOSED

ASHIE, Archpriest Gabriel, of Orange, California, 
fell asleep in Christ on October 25th, 2014. Memory 
 Eternal.

ARCHDIOCESAN OFFICE 

seen enough. That’s my grandchild.” Afterward, in the 
counseling room, Janet said, “I’ve changed my mind…. 
I can’t believe how developed my baby is.” When 
mother and daughter left that day, there were smiles on 
their faces and hugs given by everyone there. An ap-
pointment was made to come back for support services.

If you know of any woman considering abortion, tell 
her about the pregnancy medical centers in her area, 
where she will get the respectful, confidential care and 
support she needs. You can find the nearest centers at 
www.optionline.org.

To learn more about Vision for Life, go to www.  
visionforlifepgh.org, or follow us on Facebook (Vision 
for Life – Pittsburgh). Please pray for us, and for the 
women and children we seek to help, and, if you are so 
moved, help us make the pregnancy medical centers 
the first thing that comes to the mind of a woman who 
is considering abortion.

Chris Humphrey, Ph.D.
Executive Director, Vision for Life – Pittsburgh; humphrey15@verizon.net

St. George Orthodox Cathedral, Oakland (Pittsburgh)

1.   Abortion Rites: A Social History of Abortion in America 
(Wheaton, Illinois: Crossways Books, 1992).

Vision for Life
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n 1 Corinthians 9:24–27 we see the connection be-
tween our salvation and spiritual work communicat-
ed clearly by St. Paul, although he does not use the 

word asceticism per se. (The terms ascetic and asceti-
cism were later introduced by Clement of Alexandria 
and Origen.1) “Do you not know that in a race all the 
runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run that 
you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in 
all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but 
we an imperishable. So I do not run aimlessly; I do not 
box as one beating the air. But I discipline my body and 
keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I 
myself should be disqualifi ed.”

Here we see asceticism or spiritual training equated 
with (1) self-control, and (2) an athletic striving for the 
imperishable – namely our salvation! Through spiritual 
exercise and restraint of the soul and body, we prepare 
the soul for the future life. For, as we are taught in Scrip-
ture, “fl esh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of 
God” (1 Corinthians 15:50). 

The Challenge To Understand Asceticism

Given our time, culture, and the Christian denomi-
nations and movements that many of us come from, 
however, asceticism is often a diffi cult part of our faith 
to comprehend. This general confusion about the pur-
pose of asceticism is articulated by Klaus Kenneth, 
author of Born to Hate, Reborn to Love, who writes: 
“People who are attached to whatever they enjoy in 
their current life … have diffi culty accepting the idea 
that they need to sacrifi ce anything for the sake of 
 eternal life.”2

As I began a study of Orthodoxy and asceticism, I iden-
tifi ed several reasons for this diffi culty in comprehend-
ing the ascetic teachings of the Orthodox Christian 
faith, which perhaps some of you share. First, we are 
Americans – not exactly an “ascetic” people! Contem-
porary American culture and those of Western Europe 
stand in stark contrast to the self-restrained, ascetic life. 
In truth, our secular cultural life has become one where 
comfort and the desire for wealth and possessions ap-
pear to be the goal and purpose of existence. This is 
turning us into a hedonistic and narcissistic people, for 
whom the pursuit of pleasure – especially the pleasures 
of the senses – and devotion to the self are paramount. 

Second, and related to my fi rst point: asceticism has 
acquired a negative connotation. It is often equated 
in this post-Christian culture with giving up what one 
wants or even what is seen as fulfi lling or necessary. As 

a contemporary theologian explains, “This is because 
the sinful tendencies of our nature, the habitual things 
that lead to its death, have come to be considered the 
positive side of life.”3

The Church Fathers, however, teach that asceticism 
is not negative; it actually has a positive purpose and 
function: it is medicinal. It fortifi es our nature against 
the spiritual “termites” that gnaw at its foundation. In 
the place of the passions, asceticism redirects our ener-
gies to the virtues, which presupposes a strengthened 
and restored nature. Asceticism is seen by the Holy Fa-
thers and the church as reparative, curative and spiri-
tually therapeutic. Metropolitan Hierotheos of Vlachos 
tells us that “the true Church’s existence is demonstrat-
ed by its success in curing man.”4

Correcting Protestant Errors

Third, many who come out of Protestant and Reformed 
Christian traditions were taught a very skewed view of 
the relationship between salvation and ascetic strug-
gle. Protestant and evangelical traditions have rejected 
many of the classic Christian spiritual disciplines as acts 
of “works righteousness.” According to Reformed the-
ology, any notion of “works” – even spiritual work – as-
sociated with salvation contradicts the free nature of 
grace and the free gift of salvation. Fr. George Florovsky 
reminds us, however, that “St. Paul clearly distinguishes 
between the ‘works’ of the Judaic law and the ‘works’ 
of the Holy Spirit required of all Christians.… [I]t is sig-
nifi cant that the early Church never confused them, 
for they understood what St. Paul wrote.”5 Protestant 
theology essentially teaches an extrinsic justifi cation or 
salvation (that is, salvation from outside the person), in 
which man’s status, not his actual nature, is affected by 
justifi cation.6 Therefore, “sanctifi cation” – according to 
most schools of Reformed and Protestant theology – is 
not and cannot be a pre-condition, or even a necessary 
condition, for man’s salvation.

Here is an (in)famous quote from Martin Luther in his 
Table Talk, which I think dramatically distinguishes most 
Reformation teaching from that of the Church Fathers: 
“Be a sinner, then, and sin bravely, but believe more 
bravely still and rejoice in Christ, who is Victor over sin, 
death, and the world .... No sin shall wrest us from Him, 
were we even in one day to commit fornication and 
manslaughter a thousand times.... ”7 Fr. George Flor-
ovsky emphasizes that this model of extrinsic justifi ca-
tion and salvation is one that is “totally independent 
from any inner change within the depths of the spiritual 
life of a person.”8 

Orthodoxy and Asceticism

Asceticism and ascetic struggle are an integral part of the Orthodox 

Christian life. In fact, it is an element that distinguishes Orthodoxy from 

most Christian faith traditions, from which asceticism is essentially ab-

sent. As with any institutionalized practice, or tradition of long standing, 

however, asceticism can become “legalistic” – considered mere custom 

and convention if we are not clear as to its role and purpose in our lives.

What does the word ascetic mean? In Greek, the word askesis means 

“spiritual training.” We all understand the scientifi c connection between 

physical training, and health, well-being and physical longevity. Likewise, 

Holy Scripture and the Church Fathers – as physicians of the soul – teach 

that spiritual training is equally necessary for the health of the soul! 

I
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thought a lot about that over the years, wondering, 
“How do we ‘die’ before we die?”

Fr. George further explains the participatory role of 
man in the process of theosis: “God has freely willed a 
synergistic path-of-redemption in which man must spir-
itually participate … man … must spiritually respond to 
the free gift of grace. And in this response there is an 
authentic place for the spirituality of … asceticism, one 
which has absolutely nothing to do with the ‘works of 
the law,’ or with the system of merit and indulgences.” 
Dimitru Staniloae adds, “This union is realized by the 
working of the Holy Spirit, but until it is reached man 
is involved in a prolonged effort of purification…. Man 
contributes by opening himself up receptively to an 
ever-greater filling with the life of God.”15 

It’s also important to keep in mind in this discussion 
that, according to the Holy Fathers, salvation is not a 
“one-size-fits-all” proposition. That is, the Fathers teach 
that God will judge and reward each of us according to 
our degree of illumination and sanctification; and, yes, 
the works done in the body contribute to this; not by 
the merit of the deeds themselves, but from the effect 
they have on the soul. The common understanding of 
salvation today often means merely “admission into 
Heaven,” that is, the mere escaping of damnation, and 
a sort of “one-size-fits-all” salvation or justification. St. 
John Chrysostom reminds us, however, “Do not, be-
cause you hear of a resurrection, imagine that all en-
joy the same benefits”16 … and “all shall not enjoy the 
same reward; and though all sinners be in hell, all shall 
not endure the same punishment.”17 St. Symeon the 
New Theologian expands on this: “According to the 
measure which each has of the radiance and vision of 
the light, both the knowledge and vision of God … (he) 
shall grow ever and more clear in joy inexpressible and 
rejoicing forever and ever.”

Re-thinking the Soul

Throughout my study of asceticism, I also learned that 
I have carried with me a somewhat pagan, or Platonist 
view of the nature of the “soul”; that is, I thought of 
my soul as a pure, pristine, already-perfected spiritual 
center where God always dwells, separate from and 
untouched by the corruption of the flesh. In fact, this 
is not the way the Orthodox Holy Fathers understand 
the nature of the soul. In patristic thought, the human 
being is spirit/soul/body. Broken down into functioning 
parts (although they work together), human nature is 
composed in the following way. The life of the body 
consists in satisfying the instinctual, physical needs – 

essentially those of self-preservation (food, sleep and 
so on) and reproduction. The eternal soul is given by 
God as the life-giving force of the body in order for 
the body to function. The spirit is the force in us which 
proceeds from God, knows God, seeks after God and 
finds its rest only in Him.

The soul’s varied actions and movements are further 
broken down into three sub-categories: thoughts, feel-
ings and desires. The soul and body are intimately con-
nected. The Fathers (especially St. Theophan the Re-
cluse) teach that the soul has a higher and lower aspect 
and potential, and the soul can thus be elevated or de-
praved because it is mutable.18 As St. Gregory of Nyssa 
writes, “Through the faculty of perception our soul be-
comes associated also with the traits which are joined 
with perception. These are the traits which, when they 
occur, are called the passions.”19 This is a very impor-
tant point! The soul, although lower than the spirit, oc-
cupies the main place in human life.20 It is the center of 

our thoughts, emotions and volitions. Because of this, 
the soul is not immune from corruption! Far from it!

The purpose of human life is thus the striving of the hu-
man spirit towards God.21 For example, in each level of 
Dante’s cosmic ladder, all human activity is seen hierar-
chically as being closer or further from the Divine Light, 
participating in God “to the level of its capability,” to 
paraphrase St. Maximos.22 

Anything less, the Fathers teach, is to become like an 
animal, a soulless body, and thus to pronounce a death 
sentence upon oneself. As St. Paul wrote in his Letter to 
the Galations: “For the desires of the flesh are against 
the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the 
flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you 
from doing the things you want to do.”23 So we see a 
definite tension – even warfare – laid out before us in 
the Scriptures, between the flesh – carnality in all its 
forms – and the Spirit. This is our constant battle.

The Purpose of Asceticism, and the Passions

Dimitru Staniloae, the Romanian theologian, gives an 
excellent answer to the question, What actually is the 
purpose of asceticism? He writes: “The ultimate goal 

Eastern Orthodox spirituality, as Romanian theologian 
Dimitru Staniloae explains, “aims at the perfection of 
the faithful in Christ. This perfection is rather a mysti-
cal union with God through participation in His divine-
human life, and Christian perfection requires a whole 
series of efforts until it is attained.”9 

Striving for Christian perfection through personal effort 
and ascetic practice is clearly taught in the Bible. In the 
Gospel of St. Matthew, our Lord initiated, and com-
mands us to practice, prayer, almsgiving, fasting, hu-
mility, repentance, and love of the poor. He calls us to 
develop righteousness and to strive for “perfection.” 
Nowhere in the Holy Scriptures, or the pre-Reformation 
Christian Tradition, is it taught that the virtues, or purity, 
are automatically imputed to us by faith alone! On the 
contrary, the only place in the Bible where “faith alone” 
is mentioned is in the Letter of St. James, and there it 
says that faith alone, without works, is dead! 

Our Lord could very easily have abolished ascetic prac-
tices and taught “faith alone,” had that been His in-
tention, but He did not. Neither did St. Paul! And in 
keeping with these traditional teachings, the Church’s 
liturgical calendar is built around these disciplines. 
Whether we take them seriously and practice them in 
our lives – and/or believe they are necessary for our 
salvation – is of course an individual decision. Another 
Orthodox theologian writes, “This is how salvation is 
understood in the tradition of the Orthodox Church; 
not in merely moral or ethical terms, but as the attain-
ment of Christ-like perfection. This is the purpose of 
our human existence – to become by divine grace what 
Christ is by nature.”10 

Salvation or theosis, as taught by the Church Fathers, 
is opposed to “forensic or extrinsic justification,” as 
taught by the Reformers, and is understood as union 
with God. We read this in 1 Corinthians: “He who is 
joined to the Lord ‘becomes one spirit with him.’” 

We have scriptural confirmation of this in the verse 
that is most often cited as biblical evidence for the 
Orthodox theological teaching of theosis: 2 Peter 1:4. 
There we are exhorted to “become partakers of the 
divine nature.” Note, however, the follow-up to this 
text in 2nd Peter: We become partakers of the divine 
nature only after “having escaped from the corruption 
that is in the world because of sinful desire.” Another 
way to say this is that one cannot become a partaker 
of the divine nature unless one has escaped the cor-
ruption that is in the world through sinful desire! As 
one contemporary writer explains, “In this sense, ‘the 

world’ means all those things that are opposed to 
Christ and to our salvation.”11 

St. Mark the Poor explains the theology of theosis or 
deification this way: 

The (possibility of) union of man with God, or 
deification … is due to the preexisting union be-
tween divinity and humanity in the incarnation. It 
is Christ, then, who has set it before us as an aim. 
Union here includes all the gratuitous means of 
grace – baptism, Holy Communion, and perpetual 
repentance. Union also includes struggles such as 
fasting, chastity, bridling of tongue and mind. It in-
volves constant prayer as well as acts of love and 
humility. It certainly includes God’s invisible succor 
to those who strive to reach him.12 

St. Paul tips us off to this spiritual state of union when 
he says of himself: “It is no longer I that live, but Christ 
who lives in me” (Galatians 2:20). St. Paul achieved the 
radical renunciation of a self-willed, ego-driven and 
self-centered life. This is the ultimate purpose and aim 
of the ascetic life: the ultimate emptying of the false 
and egotistic self (Gr.: kenosis) and its “passions,” to 
attract and make room for the acquisition of the Holy 
Spirit. This is why the ascetic struggle is a never-ending 
one; because, as Elder Sophrony, one of our great con-
temporary elders, said, “sooner or later the ‘old self’ 
will return in full force ….”13

So from these explanations and examples, we can see 
that asceticism is a work of inner and outer struggle 
for virtue, in place of the passions; it is the coopera-
tion or synergy of the will – which we acknowledge 
is bent, with a predisposition to sin, but not totally 
depraved – accompanied by the grace of God. It is 
not merely the following of moral and ethical rules (in 
an external  “imitation of Christ”); or, simply adhering 
to man-made regulations or ancient religious customs 
or traditions.

Dying To Live

The ascetic disciplines are also referred to in Scripture 
and Holy Tradition as a “death” – a gradual death with 
Christ, and an extension of the death of baptism. In the 
Letter to the Romans we read this very clearly: “For if 
you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the 
Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will 
live.”14 “Death” here refers to the death of the fallen 
self or ego, its self-love, passions and attachments. As 
a monk on Mount Athos said to me: “We came here 
to ‘die’ so that, when we die, we won’t die”! I have 

The purpose of human life is thus the striving 
of the human spirit towards God.

Orthodoxy and Asceticism
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when he tells us to “lay up for yourselves treasures in 
heaven.”32 Our Lord is not talking about scoring heav-
enly brownie points!

So, while we acknowledge that our wills are tainted, 
bent, and we have a predisposition to sin – “I was born 
in iniquities and in sins did my mother conceive me,” as 
the Psalmist says – God opened the gates of paradise 
again by sending His Son to die on the Cross and to 
enter into death – the great enemy of man – to become 
the Second Adam – the entirely selfless Lover of Man-
kind. Through his life, teaching, passion, death, burial, 
resurrection, ascension and promised second coming, 
he accomplishes the work of salvation. God offers this 
free gift of salvation to all who will receive it.33

So asceticism is man’s response to God’s loving gift. 
The ascetic practices prescribed by the Great Physi-
cian and His Church are the spiritual medicines or an-
tidotes that heal the passions, and the Church is the 
spiritual hospital where the cures are administered. We 
can see the healing and cure in the saints (which is why 
we honor them), many of whom literally have acquired 
“clear vision” and can thus “see” things incomprehen-
sible to most of us. They manifest remarkable charisms, 
and live as if in another dimension, with their focus on 
God and not on self and self-love. We see this in con-
temporary saints like St. John the Wonder-Worker, St. 
Porphyrios and St. Paisios.

As I said above, the corrupted “passions” in us are many 
and manifold, and when we give ourselves over to them 
knowingly or unknowingly – as opposed to identifying 
them and struggling against them – we block the Holy 
Spirit in us. Struggle against the passions and for the 
virtues is like adjusting a radio receiver for the grace of 
God. The greater and more decisive our efforts are, the 
Holy Fathers teach, the greater is the grace-filled help 
they attract from God. The more forcefully we battle, 
the more intense the efforts of our will, the greater is 
the grace that he or she will receive from God.34 

The purpose of each ascetic effort – whether it be stand-
ing for long periods attentively in Church at services; 
keeping vigils; keeping a daily rule of prayer; following 
the cycle of the fasts and feasts; giving alms; making 
confession; receiving the sacraments, praying the Je-
sus Prayer; keeping watch over our myriad thoughts; 
restricting our willful desires; obeying a discerning spiri-
tual father or elder; reading the Scriptures daily; and be-
ing part of a larger spiritual community – is to purify our 
hearts (souls), to cure our spiritual blindness, to lead us 
out of our self-love to love of God and our fellow man.

So ascetic work and struggle should not be seen pri-
marily as a deprivation, but as a cleansing, transfor-
mation, cure, or detoxification of our destructive pas-
sions. Each passion – gluttony, fornication (thought 
and deed), avarice, sorrow or listlessness, vain-glory, 
despair, and pride (self-love) – has its ascetic antidote 
in the therapeutic tradition of the Church! The specific 
application should come from a discerning spiritual fa-
ther, but can also be applied by us. For we do not want 
to become enslaved to the physical and psychological 
passions and carry them in our souls when we depart 
this life!

In summary and conclusion, the purpose of asceticism is 
to reassert the proper order in our soul and body; to train 
the human person not to be attracted and dominated 
by transient, created things; but rather to put them into 
their proper perspective and context,35 and to prepare 
us therefore for entry into the heavenly kingdom.

“Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse 
ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit, 
bringing holiness to completion in the fear of God” (2 
Corinthians 7:1).

by Kevin Allen
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of asceticism is to free our nature, not only from the 
movement of sinful appetites, but also from the ideas 
that appear in the mind after the cleansing of the pas-
sions. This is … to gain its independence from created 
things, which have enslaved our nature by the pas-
sions, and to make it long more for God.”24 Here is 
another one by Archbishop Averky (Taushev): “Asceti-
cism is  nothing other than a struggle with passions and 
exercise in  virtues.”25

So what are these “passions” often referred to in Or-
thodox literature and that we are told we must struggle 
against? Well, the Fathers, especially St. Maximos the 
Confessor, teach that there are natural passions, like the 
appetite for food, sex, sleep, fear, and so on, and the 
enjoyment of these things. They developed after the 
Fall to aid in our physical survival. Because of the Fall, 
however, these passions tend to dominate our soul and 

distract it from its true purpose, scattering our soul and 
mind in many directions. Without the constant direc-
tion and oversight of the spirit, soul and body can eas-
ily be turned away from their innate tendency towards 
the infinite, to the “the world” and its perishable ob-
jects. Thus, the Holy Fathers teach that “the passions” 
represent the corruption and misuse of our natural pas-
sions. They represent the animal and irrational aspects 
of our nature, not our higher aspects.

The (passions) were first identified in detail by Evagrius 
of Ponticus as (1) gluttony, (2) lust or fornication, (3) ava-
rice, (4) anger, (5) despair (6) sorrow or listlessness (that 
is, lacking energy or disinclined to exert effort; lethar-
gic), (7) vanity or self-esteem, and (8) pride (self-love). 

They coincide with the seven capital sins: gluttony, 
debauchery, avarice, anger, envy, sloth, and pride. The 
passions, if not re-directed, thus influence and subor-
dinate our soul to its baser tendencies; they produce a 
tearing and a disorder and consequently contribute to 
our true nature’s weakening.26 

Why does the Church and Holy Tradition tell us we must 
war against them? For one, the passionate state draws 
all of our psychological, mental and physical energies 
and powers toward the exterior and the material.27 St. 
Gregory of Nyssa reminds us: “If these faculties are not 
directed by reason, but if instead the passions rule over 
the power of the mind, our humanity is changed from 
intelligence and godlikeness to irrationality and mind-
lessness. We are (thus) turned into beasts by the forces 
of these passions.”28 He continues, “So if one should 
become completely carnal in his mind, devoting all the 
activity and energy of his soul to the will of the flesh, 
such a man, even when he gets out of the flesh, is not 
separated from its experiences…This makes the pangs 
[of death] more grievous, as their soul has become part-
ly materialized from such an environment.”29

The Sacramental and Ascetic Life Is for All

So for Orthodox Christianity the sacramental and ascet-
ic life is the Christian life; it stands in contrast with the 
life of the world; it is not just an extra–curricular activity 
for the pious or fanatical! Met Hierotheos Vlachos ex-
plains, “The cure and deification of man is achieved, on 
the one hand, by the sacramental life, and on the other 
hand, by the ascetic life which we live in the Church. 
We cannot understand the sacraments without asceti-
cism in Christ, and we cannot live a real ascetic life with-
out the sacraments of the Church.”30 This explains the 
motivation of the great ascetic saints; and this should 
be our aim, to our  ability. 

The Fathers teach that because no corruption can en-
ter the Kingdom of Heaven, if these carnal and material 
passions, appetites and attachments are carried in our 
soul to the next life, this is a serious problem, because 
our fallen human nature and its darkened passions are 
incompatible and alien to the presence of God by rea-
son of sin, a legacy to which all human beings are prone. 

So what does ascetic work, denial of oneself, and mor-
tification of the flesh have to do with perfection?

One Orthodox theologian speaks of asceticism or mor-
tification of the flesh as a “transfer of the energy of 
our nature (that) takes place in favor of the spirit….”31 I 
think this helps us understand the teaching of Our Lord 

Orthodoxy and Asceticism
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he Left Behind books and the movie are fiction. 
They are based, however, on the doctrine of 
the rapture, which is extremely popular among 

some American Fundamentalist Protestants. Although 
the two major 16th-Century founders of Protestantism, 
Martin Luther in Germany, and John Calvin in Geneva, 
held that the Bible was the source of doctrine, the 
teaching that Christ will come again to take the faithful 
back to Heaven with him before the trials and tribula-
tions that will come before He comes again to judge 
the living the dead is not found in the Holy Scriptures. 
Rather, the doctrine of the rapture comes from a mis-
reading of St. Paul’s First Epistle to the Thessalonians:

For the Lord himself will descend from heaven 
with a cry of command, with the archangel’s 
call, and with the sound of the trumpet of 
God. And the dead in Christ will rise first; then 
we who are alive, who are left, shall be caught 
up together with them in the clouds to meet 
the Lord in the air; and so we shall always be 
with the Lord (4:16–17).

The rest of the stories in the Left Behind series are 
spiced with equally erroneous readings of the pro-
phetic books of Revelation, Daniel, Ezekiel and Isaiah.

In the context of the rest of the New Testament, St. 
Paul’s words refer to what will take place when Christ 
comes again at the end of time to judge the living and 
the dead, not a miraculous ascent of the faithful to 
Heaven to escape the terrible disasters that will take 
place before the end of time.1 In the 24th Chapter of 
the Gospel of St. Matthew, Christ clearly teaches the 
exact opposite of the rapture theory, for he said,

For then there will be great tribulation, such 
as the world has not been since the beginning 
of the world until this time, nor ever shall be. 
And unless these days were shortened, no flesh 
would be saved: but for the elect’s sake those 
days will be shortened (St. Matthew 
24:21–22).

If the doctrine of the rapture were true 
and the elect will be “raptured” and 
taken to heaven before the “great tribula-
tion,” Our Lord would not have said, “For 
the elect’s sake those days will be short-
ened.” Therefore the clear teaching of the Holy 
Scriptures is that Christians will suffer along with 
the rest of humanity all the trials and tribulations 
that will take place before Our Lord comes again 

“in glory to judge the living and the dead.” St. Paul’s 
account of the ascent of the faithful to meet the de-
scending Lord refers to what will happen at the end of 
time, not before the turmoil that will engulf the world 
before the Second Coming of Christ. Christ said:

Most assuredly, I say to you, the hour is coming, 
and now is, when the dead will hear the voice 
of the Son of God; and those who hear will live. 
For as the Father has life in Himself, so He has 
granted the Son to have life in Himself, and has 
given Him authority to execute judgment also, 
because He is the Son of Man. Do not marvel at 
this; for the hour is coming in which all who are 
in the graves will hear His voice and come forth 
–those who have done good, to the resurrec-
tion of life, and those who have done evil, to the 
resurrection of condemnation (St. John 24–29).

From the context, it is clear that Our Lord is speaking 
of that time when He comes again to judge the living 
and the dead.

Nowhere in the Bible does it teach that Christ will 
come again to gather and take to Heaven the faith-
ful to spare them from the trials the world will en-
dure before the end of time. Despite the popularity 
of the rapture doctrine, it is not found anywhere in 
the Holy Tradition of the Church. None of the Holy 
Fathers, the source for a sound understanding of the 
Holy Scriptures for Orthodox Christians, mention the 
rapture. It is not even a part of traditional Protestant 
teaching, but only became popular in the 19th Century. 
According to one account, a Scottish woman, Marga-
ret McDonald, a follower of a movement that sought 
extraordinary experiences of the Holy Spirit, claimed 
to have a vision in about 1830 in which she learned 
that Christ will come again to gather the faithful and 
take them to Heaven to save them from the 

tribulation that will take place before the 
final Coming of Christ to judge all men 

and women. Others trace the begin-
ning of this belief to a Catholic priest, 

Francisco Ribera, who taught a ver-
sion of the rapture about 1590, or 

to the American colonial Puritan 
preachers, Increase Mather and 

his son, Cotton. 

Regardless of its origins, 
Charles Nelson Darby 
(1800–1882), an Irish cler-

gyman who was instrumental in 

Left Behind?
By now, almost everyone has seen the advertisements for a new movie 
based on the Left Behind books. Written by Tim LaHay and Jerry B. Jen-
kins, the Left Behind series of 16 best-selling novels tells the story of the 
adventures of four people, Raymond Steele, an airline pilot, his daughter 
Chloe, Bruce Barnes, their minister, and Cameron “Buck” Williams. All 
new converts to Christianity, they contend with the chaos following the 
“rapture.” According to these popular books, at the rapture God will 
take all faithful Christians up to Heaven to save them from the turmoil 
that will engulf the world before Christ comes again to judge the living 
and the dead. Like all good adventure stories, the series has a villain, 
Nicolae Jetty Carpathia, a Romanian serving as the Secretary General 
of the United Nations, who promises to restore order, but is secretly the 
Anti-Christ who will ravage the earth before the return of Christ.

T
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scend time and space to join the whole assembly of 
heaven before the throne of God. Thus, Christ comes 
again and reigns in glory over the Church, especially 
when they gather for the heavenly banquet of the Di-
vine Liturgy. This is clear in the Anaphora of the Divine 
Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, during which we thank 
God for the Second Coming of Christ as if it had al-
ready taken place: 

Having in remembrance, therefore, this saving 
commandment, all those things which have 
come to pass for us: the Cross, the Grave, the 
Resurrection on the third day, the Ascension 
into Heaven, the Session at the right hand, and 
the second and glorious Advent.

In order to discourage a false literal treading of 
Chapter 20 of Revelation, the Fathers of the Second 
Ecumenical Council, Constantinople I, in 381  added 
the words, “whose Kingdom shall have no end” to 
the Creed after the phrase, “And He shall come again 
with glory to judge the living and the dead.” Thus, 
the teaching of the Orthodox Church as defined by 
the divinely inspired Ecumenical Councils rejects 
Millennialism.

Millennialism shows a very serious failure with Dispen-
sationalism, the mistake of a literal reading of the Book 
of Revelation. Because Revelations is a very complex 
book, it is very easy to misinterpret St. John’s visions 
on the Island of Patmos, so difficult to understand that 
the Church never reads from it during its services. The 
Book of Revelation is not a detailed guide to the fu-
ture, as some people, including Dispensationalists be-
lieve, but rather uses symbols to convey a very simple 
but important message. That message is that there will 
be all sorts of disasters, natural and human-made, but 
in the end Christ will be victorious. Tyrants like Nero 
who martyred Ss. Peter and Paul, or modern-day Ne-
ros like Hitler and Stalin, will savagely persecute the 
people of God, but in the end Christ will overcome 
them and reign in glorious victory with His Saints. The 
Adversary will never destroy the Church, however, 
because Christ said that not even the “gates of Ha-
des shall prevail against it” (St. Matthew 16:18). The 
miraculous survival of the Russian Orthodox Church 
shows this. After 70 years of violent oppression, Com-
munism was unable to destroy the faith of the Rus-
sian people. Communism is gone, consigned to the 
ash heap of history, except in the fevered minds of a 
few fanatics and pseudo-intellectuals. Today, instead 
of the hammer and sickle, the cross-crowned golden 

domes shine gloriously over the tombs of Lenin and 
his successors.

Because followers of Dispensationalism fail to under-
stand the true meaning of Revelation, they are con-
stantly looking at Revelation and other books of the Bi-
ble to find clues that will enable them to predict when 
Christ will come again. They produce all sorts of charts, 
diagrams and books purporting to show what is going 
to happen to the world. Every few years someone pro-
claims that they know when Our Lord will come again. 
The most famous case of a premature prediction of 
the end of the world took place in 1844 when William 
Miller, a Baptist preacher, proclaimed that his studies 
of the Holy Scripture had revealed that Christ would 
return on October 22, 1844. Excited by the imminent 
coming of Christ, Miller’s followers stood on top of hay 
stacks, barns, and hills clad in white robes ready to 
welcome the returning Lord. Obviously Christ did not 
return in 1844. Miller’s disappointed followers then or-
ganized the Seventh Day Adventist Church. Instead of 
learning from Miller’s mistake, however, some people 
continue to predict when Christ will come again. Ev-
ery few years, some self-proclaimed biblical authority 
announces the date of the Second Coming of Christ, 
only to look like a fool after Our Lord does not appear. 
Christ warned us of this when He said:

Then if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the 
Christ!’ or ‘There!’ do not believe it. For false 
christs and false prophets will rise and show 
great signs and wonders to deceive, if possi-
ble, even the elect. See, I have told you before-
hand. Therefore if they say to you, ‘Look, He is 
in the desert!’ do not go out; or ‘Look, He is in 
the inner rooms!’ do not believe it (St. Matthew 
24:23–26).

Our Lord is even more specific in the next chapter, 
“Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor 
the hour in which the Son of Man is coming” (St. 
 Matthew 25:13).

Faithful to the Biblical text, the Eastern Orthodox 
Church has always avoided the temptation to specu-
late on when Christ will come again. Instead, the 
Church follows the teachings of Christ celebrated in 
the parable of the five wise and five foolish virgins 
commemorated every year during the Bridegroom 
Services of Holy Week (St. Matthew 25:1–11). The les-
son of this important parable is that all Christians must 
be prepared at all times for the Second Coming of 

founding the Plymouth Brethren Church and a popular 
Bible teacher, was responsible for popularizing belief 
in the rapture during a series of Niagara Bible Con-
ferences. Cyrus Ingerson Schofield, the editor of the 
Schofield Reference Bible, further popularized the 
doctrine of the rapture. First published in 1909, the 
Schofield Reference Bible is still very popular among 
more conservative Protestants because of its exten-
sive notes claiming to explain the sacred text. A rather 
colorful character, Schofield fought on the side of the 
South during the American Civil War, became an at-
torney, and served as a U.S. District Attorney until his 
resignation on account of charges of corruption. Di-
vorced and remarried, Schofield became a Congrega-
tionalist minister and later a Presbyterian one, despite 
his lack of formal theological education.

Darby and Schofield invented a new method to 
interpret the Holy Scriptures called Dispensationalism. 
This method of Biblical interpretation, spread espe-

cially by the graduates of Dallas Theological Seminary, 
divides the Bible into a series of between three and 
eight ages or dispensations. According to this theory, 
God acts differently towards different people during 
each  dispensation.

From an Eastern Orthodox point of view, Dispensa-
tionalism suffers from several very serious distortions 
of the message of the Holy Scriptures. Because of 
their Protestant anti-sacramental theology, Dispensa-
tionalists fail to understand the teaching of the New 
Testament that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the 
Law and the Prophets and that the Church is the true 
Israel. Thus, instead of teaching different dispensa-
tions, the entire Bible centers on the one dispensation 
of grace given us through Christ. The Old Testament, 
which tells of the preparation, by the old Israel and the 
Law and the Prophets, for redemption through Christ, 
is prelude to the New, which completes the story of 
redemption through Christ and the growth of the early 
Church, which is the new and true Israel. Dispensa-
tionalists make a sharp distinction between Israel and 
the Church. Thus they fail to understand that God’s 

promises to the Jews, and the Law and the Prophets, 
are fulfilled in Christ. They also ignore the passages in 
the New Testament that clearly teach that the Church 
is the true Israel and the heir to the promises made by 
God to Abraham and his descendants. For example, 
St. Paul wrote, “Therefore know that only those who 
are of faith are sons of Abraham…” (Galatians 3:7). 
The Apostle to the Gentiles also wrote, “For they are 
not all Israel who are of Israel, nor are they all children 
because they are the seed of Abraham, but ‘in Isaac 
your seed shall be called.’ That is, those who are 
the children of the flesh, these are not the children 
of God; but the children of the promise are counted 
as the seed” (Romans 9:6–8). St. Paul also called the 
Church “the Israel of God” (Galatians 6:16). Christ 
Himself said, “Do not think that I came to destroy 
the Law or the Prophets. I did not come to destroy 
but to fulfill.” Finally, in the parable of the Wicked 
Tenants, Our Lord tells us that, because of their dis-

obedience of God by rejecting 
the Messiah, the land of Israel 
will be taken from the Jews: “I 
say to you, the kingdom of God 
will be taken from you and given 
to a nation bearing the fruits of 
it” (St. Matthew 21:43).2

Unfortunately, the failure to rec-
ognize that the Church is the true Israel is not the only 
defect with Dispensationalism. Millennialism, the be-
lief that Christ will reign on earth for a thousand years 
and then allow Satan to torment the world until the 
final coming of Christ and the Last Judgment is one 
of the core concepts of Dispensationalism. This idea 
comes from a literal reading of the 20th Chapter of the 
Book of Revelation that tells of a thousand-year reign 
of Christ before the tribulations and the Second Com-
ing of Christ. Again, this text must be understood in 
the context of the rest of the Scriptures, which teach 
only one Second Coming of Christ at the end of time 
to judge the living and the dead, not two, one to es-
tablish the millennial kingdom and another at the end 
of time. The Holy Fathers tell us that the thousand-
year reign or millennium is a symbol of Christ’s reign in 
the world through His Church. Christ has come again 
through the Church, which St. Paul calls “the body of 
Christ” (Ephesians 4:12). Through the sacramental life 
of the Church, the faithful already participate in the 
Kingdom of God. During the Divine Liturgy the faith-
ful mystically leave this world of sin and toil and tran-

...Dispensationalists fail to understand the teaching of the 
New Testament that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the Law 
and the Prophets and that the Church is the true Israel. 
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Christ. No one knows beforehand when he or she will stand 
before the dread Judgment Seat of Christ, either through a 
sudden death or the actual Second Coming of Christ.

Therefore, despite all the seductive advertisements and 
popularity for the Left Behind books and movie, we can see 
that they are based on a false and misleading reading of the 
Biblical text. Not only is the rapture a myth, but the entire 
Dispensationalist scheme does serious damage, not only 
to the Bible, but to the Christian Faith itself. There will be 
no pre-tribulation rapture; the Church is the true Israel; and 
Christ Himself forbids speculation on when He will “come 
again in glory to judge the living and the dead.” These un-
sound speculations come not from the tried-and-true Holy 
Tradition of the Church, but from the imaginations of men 
with no formal theological education, much less knowledge 
of the enlightened writings of the Holy Fathers and the di-
vinely inspired Holy Tradition of the Church. 

Very Rev. John W. Morris, Pastor
St. George’s Antiochian Orthodox Church,  Vicksburg, Mississippi

1.  Editor’s note: When St. Paul says, “We who are alive, who are 
left, shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet 
the Lord in the air,” he is comparing the Christian response 
to the coming of Christ to that of the populace rushing out 
of the city to welcome the hero returning from conquest, and 
ceremoniously escorting him back into the city.

2.  Editor’s Note: In considering the judgment of God upon 
biblical Israel here, we do well to remember Jesus’ words: “My 
kingdom is not of this world” (St. John 18:36). The holy place 
for Christians is no longer the Temple or the land, but Christ 
Himself. So Jesus tells his interrogators, “‘Destroy this temple, 
and I will raise it again in three days.’ They replied, ‘It has taken 
forty-six years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it 
in three days?’  But the temple he had spoken of was his body” 
(St. John 2:19–21). In the same vein, St. Stephen Proto-Martyr 
says, “ the Most High does not live in houses made by human 
hands,” and has a vision, before he is stoned, of the cosmic
ruler of Daniel 7, the “Son of Man” (Jesus) at the right hand 
of the Father (Acts 7:48, 56). The “kingdom” or rule that is 
taken away and given to others is spiritual: hence the Twelve 
Apostles take the place of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, and are 
told, “Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the 
Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed 
me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of 
[the new?] Israel” (St. Matthew 19:28), and St. Paul tells the 
Corinthians that they will judge even angels (1 Cor. 6:3).

DAILY DEVOTIONS
JANUARY 2015

V. Rev. Fr. George Alberts

1. COLOSSIANS 2:8–12; LUKE 2:20–21, 40–52

2. HEBREWS 11:8, 11–16; MARK 12:1–12

3. I TIMOTHY 3:14–4:5; MATTHEW 3:1–11

4. 2 TIMOTHY 4:5–8; MARK 1:1–8

5. I CORINTHIANS 9:9–27; LUKE 3:1–18

  (STRICT FAST)

6. TITUS 2:11–14, 3:4–7; MATTHEW 3:13–17 

  FEAST OF EPIPHANY

7. ACTS 19:1–8; JOHN 1:29–34 (FAST)

8. JAMES 1:19–27; MARK 9:10–16

9. JAMES 2:1–13; MARK 9:33–42 (FAST)

10.  EPHESIANS 6:10–17; MATTHEW 4:1–11

11. EPHESIANS 4:7–13; MATTHEW 4:12–17

12. JAMES 2:14–26; MARK 9:42–10:1

13. JAMES 3:1–10; MARK 10:2–12

14. JAMES 3:11–4:6; MARK 10:11–16 (FAST)

15. JAMES 4:7–5:9; MARK 10:17–27

16.  1 PETER 1:1–2, 10–12, 2:6–10 

MARK 10:23–32 (FAST)

17. HEBREWS 13:17–21; LUKE 6:17–23

18.   1 TIMOTHY 1:15–17; LUKE 18:35–43

19. JAMES 2:14–26; MARK 10:46–52

20. HEBREWS 13:17–21; LUKE 6:17–23

21.  JAMES 3:11–4:6; MARK 11:23–26 (FAST)

22. JAMES 4:7–5:9; MARK 11:27–33

23.  1 PETER 1:1–2, 10–12, 2:6–10 

MARK 12:1–12 (FAST)

24. 1 THESSALONIANS 5:14–23; LUKE 17:3–10

25.   1 CORINTHIANS 12:7–11; JOHN 10:9–16

26. 1 PETER 2:21–3:9; MATTHEW 12:13–17

27. 1 PETER 3:10–22; MARK 12:18–27

28. 1 PETER 4:1–11; MARK 12:28–37 (FAST)

29. 1 PETER 4:12–5:5; MARK 12:38–44

30.  HEBREWS 13:7–16; MATTHEW 5:14–19 (FAST)

31. 2 TIMOTHY 2:11–19; LUKE 18:2–8

From the Director’s Desk

Beloved in Christ,
The recent Orthodox Institute 
for Continuing Education in the 
Faith – our 13th – was very suc-
cessful. Here are some of the 

comments on the evaluation forms: “The wisdom 
we received was priceless.” “It was inspiring and life-
changing.” “Valuable lessons and amazing speakers.” 
Leslie Atherholt, Staff Assistant, did a great job. A re-
port and photos are included below, and many more 
are online at the Christian Education website. 

The 2015 Orthodox Institute. Next year, November 
5–8, 2015, the Institute will be held concurrent with 
the St. Raphael pilgrimage. Our theme will be adult 
education.

St. Raphael Posters. For the Creative Festivals we 
have created seven amazing posters of the churches 
he founded, with vintage photos in the background. 
You can see all of these together at antiochian.org/fes-
tivals/cf/posters-2015. It’s rather amazing to consider 
what he accomplished in 20 years. Download these 
onto a thumb drive, and take them to an office store 
to have them printed on 11 x 17” paper (the 8.5 x 
14” size is also available). Many of these images show 
different modes of transportation that Saint Raphael 
would have had to take in his travels, to help the chil-
dren imagine what his life was like.

You don’t have to be on Facebook! We now have 
blog pages for parents and teachers. I have included 

one of Kristina’s notes from the Parenting page, “Ma-
terialism.” Every month there is an article, called a 
“note,” with links. The article on materialism is here at 
the end of the Christian Education pages as a reflec-
tion piece; I hope you take the time to go online, how-
ever, and follow the links that Kristina has researched 
to help us battle materialism.

It is the season for wonder and beauty. Each year I 
hope I will start early enough to make a lovely, peace-
ful holiday for my family. Let’s do our best to resist so-
ciety’s stealing of our time, our money, and our peace, 
first, by realizing how easy it is to fall prey to all the 
hype, and second, by being pro-active. How about a 
plan to do Christmas right? Keep current on the blogs 
for ideas.

Blessed Nativity to All!

Carole A. Buleza
Director 

Come and See What’s Online
By Kristina Wenger
Staff Assistant for Internet Ministry 

The Antiochian Orthodox Department of Christian 
Education has maintained a Facebook presence for 
some time, and within the last year has worked to 
make that presence more useful to our Facebook fol-
lowers. Among our Facebook pages are the “Orthodox 
Christian Parenting” page and the “Orthodox Christian 
Sunday Church School Teachers” page. Each page fea-
tures a weekly note and related weekday posts, as well 
as occasional other posts that you should find relevant.

The notes on the parenting page fea-
ture a variety of themes. One week, 
readers will find a note encouraging 
them in their parenting skills. Other 
weeks, the note will offer ideas related 
to a feast/festival of the church, or to 
something that society celebrates (such 
as Mothers’ Day). Occasionally, the par-
enting page offers gleanings from an 
Orthodox book or suggestions of ways 
to learn together about a specific saint. 
The notes posted to date can be found 
on the Facebook page, “orthodoxchris-
tianparenting,” in the “notes” section. 

Sharing the Faith News from the Department of Christian Education
D
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In a similar manner, the notes on the Sunday Church 
School Teachers page also vary. Ideas for lessons on 
saints or from scripture may be the focus one week, fol-
lowed by gleanings from a book, the next.  Lesson plan-
ning, classroom management, and other  educational 
matters have also been topics. Go to the “notes” sec-
tion on the Facebook page, “orthodoxsundaychurch-
schoolteachers,” to see those posted to date. 

Internet Ministry Blogs. Readers who are not on 
Facebook are invited to read the same notes in two 
brand new Wordpress blogs. The Orthodox Christian 
Parenting blog, orthodoxchristianparenting.word-
press.com/, is where the parenting notes can be found 
every week. The Orthodox Christian Sunday Church 
School Teachers’ blog, orthodoxchurchschoolteach-
ers.wordpress.com/, is a place where church school 
teachers can find notes posted weekly, as well. Both 
blogs mirror the Facebook notes, offering another 
(and more search-friendly) place to find them. 

Coming up on Facebook/Wordpress. Parents follow-
ing the AODCE’s parenting page or blog in December 
and January will discover notes that constitute a Di-
vine Liturgy refresher course, focusing on things that 
their children are learning about the Divine Liturgy. 
The purpose of this refresher course is to provide ways 
that families can work together to understand better 
what is going on during the Divine Liturgy. The goal 
is to help families better appreciate “the work of the 
people” and what God is doing in our midst during 
the Liturgy!

Sunday Church School teachers following the page 
or blog will find notes related to art. Readers will find 
suggestions of art supplies to keep in their classroom. 
They will also find age-appropriate ideas for incorpo-
rating art into the SCS classroom. 

The AODCE welcomes our Facebook and Wordpress 
followers to present their own ideas on our notes/

blogs, adding suggestions, and/or stories related to 
the topics being discussed. We also welcome sugges-
tions and ideas for forthcoming notes.

A related note: the AODCE also has a Pinterest pres-
ence, and readers can find bulletin boards with pins 
related to parenting and teaching at http://www.pin-
terest.com/aodce/.

Theosis: Your Life with God
Report and Photos by Carole A. Buleza

Our 2014 weekend for the Orthodox Institute 
for  Continuing Education in the Faith, October 
30– November 2, began with a keynote address by Fr. 
Anthony  Coniaris and his son-in-law, Mr. Daniel Chris-
topulos. Fr. Coniaris does not travel, so he wrote the 
words for the keynote, “Tools for Theosis” and Dan 
delivered the presentation. The title of the keynote 
address is also the title of his newest book. Fr. Coniaris 
joined us afterward via Skype to everyone’s delight, 
and  dialogued with the audience. It was a “first” for 
the Institute. 

Dr. Kyriakos Markides, professor and noted author, was 
our second speaker, Friday night. He told the story of 
his arrival in this country in the 1960’s to attend col-
lege, and how he shortly became an agnostic. On a 
trip home to Cyprus he became interested in heal-
ers, and in mystics. Soon after, he came to see his Or-
thodox Christianity as mystical and the true faith. He 
shared his story in “Rediscovering Orthodoxy in the 
Modern Day.”  

The three core courses were all taught by Dr. Harry 
Boosalis, Professor of Dogmatics at St. Tikhon’s Theo-
logical Seminary. The courses: “Freedom and Your 
Life with God,” “Spiritual Warfare and Suffering,” and 
“Love and Prayer,” took the participants on a theo-
logical journey from the free will we possess at birth, 
to our highest potential theosis, described as love and 

pure prayer. He spoke very enthusiastically, in spite of 
teaching five-plus hours each day!

On the quieter side of the hallway, we had Fr. John 
Oliver teaching on “Life in a Monastery” and on “The 
Holy Spirit.” I was in the midst of those leaving the 
latter course and I heard, “amazing,” “inspiring” and 
similar words. Elizabeth White, who presented “The 
Return to Wonder,” had a quiet room of participants 
doing some journal writing when I looked in, and 
all seemed quite content. Martha Condra spoke on 
“Fasting Well?” to a grateful group. Martha would be 
a good choice for a Lenten retreat on fasting, as she 
often does cooking presentations.

Mother Christophora, who gave the talk, “Theosis: A 
Woman’s Perspective,” said she did not have many re-
sources. So, for her to venture forth on the topic was to 
break new ground. Although most female saints were 
monastics, women throughout the ages worked hard 
caring for their families, and that was their prayer, their 
offering. She mentioned the feminine “caring for” trait 
as a key to theosis from a woman’s perspective.

Fr. Dr. David Hester gave a two-session course on “The 
Jesus Prayer” which satisfied those of our attendees 
who had already studied the subject of theosis. Fr. 
David’s course offered a historical tour of the prayer, 
from its earliest roots to the modern day. The little Je-
sus Prayer inspired the beloved Philokalia, called the 
“handbook of Orthodox spirituality.”

The final course on the theme, “Theosis According to 
St. Isaac the Syrian,” was offered by Fr. Michael Gillis. 
His style and thought is more in line with the poetry 
of St. Ephraim. The stages of purification, illumination 
and deification are not mentioned; however, connec-
tions with the three can be found in St. Isaac’s experi-
ence. His use of language and practical thought were 
his hallmark.

Theosis explicitly described as three stages was not 
a noteworthy segment in any of the theme presenta-
tions, though some participants raised questions con-
cerning the stages. With the Church Fathers quoted, 
references from the lives of male and female saints, 
and with Mother Christophora’s presentation, it is ap-
parent that there are many tools for “theosis: your life 
with God.”

Women: How are you writing your story with God? 
One more item from the Orthodox Institute. Some of 
the younger, single women found it very encouraging 
to be in the presence of other Orthodox women seek-
ing to know God and more about our faith. They dis-
cussed starting a blog and maybe getting together for 
a pan-Orthodox Women’s Conference. The Depart-
ment will be providing some initial sponsorship, and 
the GOA and OCA Directors are very supportive as 
well. If you are interested in this idea, please send an 
e-mail to aodce@aol.com, subject: O Women.

CD from the Event Available. If you did not attend The 
Orthodox Institute, you may purchase a CD containing 
the session materials which the presenters provided: 
handouts, outlines, and sometimes the script of their 
presentation. It also contains MP3 recordings of the 
keynote presentation and the talk by Dr. Markides Fri-
day evening, the three courses by Dr. Boosalis, and the 
courses by Mother Christophora and Fr. David Hester. 
Send a check for $65 to the Department of Christian 
Education, 105 Leader Heights Road, York, PA 17403.

Materialism: Stealing Our Children?
By Kristina Wenger

“Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where 
moth and rust doth corrupt, and where thieves break 
through and steal ...” (Mt. 6:19).

In the United States of America (and, indeed, through-
out the world), the acquisition of “stuff” is what many 
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in society embrace as the goal of life. With the forth-
coming holiday season, in particular, the fight to con-
vince everyone to acquire more stuff will be intensify-
ing all around us. Yet, is more stuff really what we or 
our children need?

Elder Paisios of the Holy Mountain (Mt. Athos) said, 
“I have realized that the destruction of man lies in the 
abundance of material goods, because it prevents 
him from experiencing the presence of God and ap-
preciating His benevolence. If you want to take 
someone away from God, give him 
plenty of material goods. He will 
instantly forget Him forever.”

As Orthodox Christian parents, 
we do not want to 
see our chil-
dren for-
get God 
forever. 
Nor do 

we want them to miss out on experiencing God’s pres-
ence and appreciating His benevolence. Therefore it 
is imperative that we be aware of the amount of mate-
rial goods we are amassing, as well as how much stuff 
our children have been given, or are being given. 

There are many articles available to parents to help 
them combat materialism in their home and with their 
families.

The article is abridged here. On the Web it continues 
with additional paragraphs, each with 

a link to expand the content. Here 
is the link to the wordpress site.

http://orthodoxchristianpar-
enting.wordpress.com/

category/materi-
alism/
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fter some introductory remarks about the way I 
think Orthodox Christians should approach the 
critical issues of life, we will look at possible spe-

cific ways to obey God’s commands regarding social 
action, spiritual outreach and philanthropy, which are 
three legs of the same stool. 

It was probably the Perry Mason television program 
that influenced me in part to be a lawyer, although 
in applying to law school, I also thought the training, 
in all events, would be good for many different oc-
cupations. I had a wonderful career in the law, retir-
ing about five years ago at age 61. I decided to retire 
early. This was partly because I was in a position to do 
so, but also because, about 11 years ago here in San 
Diego, as a result of an infection, I had two cardiac ar-
rests, separated by an hour. Technically I was “dead” 
twice. Believe me, the words of the liturgy, “That we 
may complete the remaining time of our life in peace 
and repentance,” have taken on a fuller meaning ev-
ery time thereafter when I have said them.

As with so many things in my life, however, it is clear 
to me that becoming a lawyer 40 years ago was the 
beginning of the path the Lord wanted me to take. 
For those of you who are in the process of pursuing 
a career or a job, I can sympathize. It’s not an easy 
decision, particularly in today’s economy – but really 
pray hard about it, and God will guide you. In both the 
question-and-answer session and afterwards, I would 
be happy to try to help you in any way that I can. 
Those of you who may be thinking about changing 
careers, I would say this: it may be God’s will for you, 
but, if you are not yet sure, the advice of the Church 
Fathers is to keep doing what you’re doing until God 
helps you to go in a different direction.

Many would say, and I would agree, that I have been 
blessed by God in my professional life as a lawyer, 
since I have represented as a client the President of 
the United States, and the world’s largest corpora-
tions; taught in the nation’s top law schools; had his-
tory-making cases in the U.S. Supreme Court; been an 
advisor in high government positions here at home; 
and even influenced the leaders of the Russian Parlia-

ment on the critical relationship of Church and State in 
Russia, to name some examples.

From this vantage point of having been blessed with 
many worldly blessings, however, I can tell you without 
reservation (as the much greater King Solomon in the 
Book of Ecclesiastes has told us) that these things – 
money, fame and power – are not the things that will 
make your lives meaningful as young adults. Nor will 
they count when you confront, as we all will some day, 
the issue of death. As the Bible says, “For what profit 
is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his 
own soul?” (Matthew 16:26).

Every human being is created with an intense long-
ing to have a close and loving relationship with God, 
whether or not we realize this intense longing. If we do 

Social Action, Spiritual Outreach, 
and Philanthropy

A
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by God, in His image and likeness. And we need to 
deal with him or her in a way that brings that image 
and likeness to the forefront by loving him or her, and 
looking at the log in our own eye and not the speck in 
his or hers.

How, practically, do you engage in social action as 
young adults who are Orthodox Christians? I’d like to 
suggest at least four ways. First, you can use the skill 
sets God has given you to initiate efforts in your local 
Church, both to educate the faithful regarding poverty 
and to help the Church as a community serve the poor. 
You can mobilize those in your local church to partici-
pate in a feeding program. If the Church does not have 
one or there is no Orthodox program, you can, with 
the blessing of your priest, either start one or help the 
Church members to work as part of a Catholic or Prot-
estant program.

Secondly, you can engage in social action by serving 
the poor yourself. As many of you know, God blessed 
me to be a founder of both IOCC and FOCUS North 
America. The latter in particular, because it focuses 
on the domestic scene, provides opportunities to be 
“hands-on,” whether it’s sorting and distributing new 
shoes to all homeless kids in 30 cities across the coun-
try, or simply helping cook a meal for those in need or, 
as in FOCUS Pittsburgh, gathering 75 Orthodox doc-
tors and health professionals to start a free clinic for the 
working poor. 1

A child in the FOCUS Orange County, California, cen-
ter, who never otherwise had the opportunity to go out 
to eat, was overheard saying to her mother, “Mommy, 
do we get to go out to eat with FOCUS tonight?” There 
are 17 million children in the United States, according 
to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, who have insuf-
ficient, consistent food throughout the year. Even with 
school lunch programs, there are 11 meals a week – 6 
on weekends and the 5 weekday dinners, at which chil-
dren do not have sufficient food so that they may lead 
a normal life. There are many local feeding programs 
in your community – participate and encourage others 
to participate.

A third way you can engage in social action, in addi-
tion to initiating social work in your local community 
and serving the poor yourself, is to consciously help 
yourself and those in the Church to break down  barriers 
between the “rich” and the “poor” and get to know 
personally those in need. In the Orthodox Christian fu-
neral service we ask ourselves, as we look at the bones 
in the graves: “Who then is the king or the warrior, 
the rich man or the needy, the upright or the sinner?” 

There are, my friends, no distinctions. We are all one 
humanity and all God’s creatures. Therefore, while we 
are alive, we need to get to know each other as human 
beings, without pretenses, titles or distinctions.

Let me give you an example of this that, I hope, applies 
to other feeding ministries as well. In FOCUS we insist 
that our volunteers not simply dish out the food to those 
they are serving, as one would in an institution, but after 
serving them, sit with them and get to know them. One 
of the many times I did this, I started a conversation with 
a man by asking how long he had lived in the motel 
where we were serving. As with most of the folks there, 
he lived in cramped quarters in the motel at a high rent 
because he could not afford the first and last month’s 
rent to get a more spacious apartment. We discussed 
his life and the things he was dealing with for about a 
half-hour. He then said to me, “And how long have you 
lived here in the motel.” I was thrilled, because I knew 
at that moment we had bonded as one human being to 
another, caring about each other’s problems.

A fourth way you can engage in social action is that you 
can give generously the money God has allowed you 
to make, to charities in your community, to Orthodox 
organizations like the Orthodox Christian Mission Cen-
ter, Project Mexico and others. It is a good investment. 
Orthodox agencies like IOCC and  FOCUS, in particu-
lar, are leveraging your dollars, say, ten times, and with 
over 90% of the donations going directly to programs. 
I have emphasized previously the things you can do in 
your own hometown, but look at what happens when 
we pool our Orthodox resources. IOCC in 22 years has 
been blessed by God to distribute almost $500 million 
in long-term and short-term assistance in over 50 coun-
tries, and last year alone provided over $50 million in 
goods and services. It has been a leader in the incred-
ibly tragic situations in Syria and now Gaza as well, as in 
Greece and Serbia and many other parts of the world. 

The same kind of leverage is occurring by the Orthodox 
domestically with FOCUS North America. After 5 short 
years, it already has a $7 million annual budget, and has 
operations of various types in over 30 cities. FOCUS is 
well on its way to my dream for it to be in 100 cities 
across North America and to have a total budget each 
year of $100 million as a witness to the Orthodox faith. 
One of the most blessed aspects of FOCUS is the ef-
fect the ministry is having on the over 6,000 volunteers, 
transforming their lives as well as the lives of those they 
are serving.

Helping our neighbor through Project Mexico, IOCC, 
FOCUS North America and others is done without dis-

not realize and satisfy this longing, we will live our en-
tire lives with an emptiness which we cannot fill – even 
though we will try to fill that emptiness with material 
things, and even with relationships with other people. 
Everything will fail to fill that hole in our hearts. We can-
not be right with anything in this life until we first come 
to know God’s love and establish that close, loving re-
lationship with Him. He is always ready to begin. The 
question is, are we ready?

In life, there is really only one problem, and it’s not a 
financial problem, it’s not a marital problem, it’s not 
a how-to-advance-your-career problem, and it’s not a 
health problem. The only real problem any of us have 
is a spiritual problem. Solve that problem, with God’s 
help, and your life will be full, meaningful, and, indeed, 
blessed. I paraphrase Christ, who said it most succinct-
ly, “Seek first the Kingdom of God, and everything else 
needed will be added to you” (Matthew 6:33).

Jesus also said, “Whoever believes in me shall live, and 
never see death” (John 6:40; 8:51). Now I know that at 
your age you probably don’t think much about death, 
or how temporary life is, but the Church Fathers say it 
is important to remember your death constantly, and 
the perspective it gives on your life. It is for this reason 
that at the end of the Nicene Creed, we say, “I look 
forward … to the life of the world to come.” As a nun in 
Romania recently told us, “Death is simply a transition 
to the next life.”

The critical and most important question you will ever 
have to answer in life is: “Who is Jesus?” There really 
are only two choices. Either He is who He says He is 
– God Himself – or He is a man who was the great-
est fraud in the world, whom hundreds of millions have 
falsely worshipped for twenty centuries as God, as part 
of the Holy Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Only 
you can answer that most important question of Jesus’ 
identity. No one else can do it for you.

Many of you, if not most of you, will say, “Hey, I be-
lieve that.” Other questions, however, immediately fol-
low, such as, “If I really believe Jesus Christ is God, and 
have made a commitment to Christ, is that belief the 
most important thing to me and does it dictate every-
thing else in my life?” The good thing is that if you do 
make that commitment, it will bring order and joy and 
peace into your life. It does not mean that you won’t 
have moments of anxiety, anger, pride and other things 
that cause trauma in your life, but to the extent you 
can have the discipline to keep that commitment, your 
life will indeed be much more blessed than it otherwise 
ever could be.

Well, if believing in Christ means that we will never see 
death, what does it mean to believe in Him? St. John 
of Kronstadt, a nineteenth-century priest in Russia says 
(and I paraphrase), “To believe in God is to be as sure 
of the spiritual world as you are of the material world.” 
I understand that to mean that you need to be as sure 
that there could be an angel actually standing beside 
you, as you are that this tangible podium is here and 
can be touched. 

To believe in Christ, most importantly, means to be 
obedient to Him (John 8:51). Jesus Christ, fully man and 
fully God, made it simple for us. He gave us two com-
mandments. The first is: “Love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and 
with all your strength” (Mark 12:30–31). The second is 
similar: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Mat-
thew 22:36–40). Intertwined with these, He gave us 
what is called the Great Commission: “Make disciples 
of all nations … teaching them all I have commanded 
you.” (Matthew 28:19–20). This Great  Commission 
Christ gave us is the spiritual outreach that is one of 
the three legs of the stool. We will return to this below.

The reason that social action, spiritual outreach and 
philanthropy are three legs of one stool is that if we 
truly love God, it is inescapable we will love our neigh-
bor as He does, and it is inescapable that we will want 
to share the good news of God becoming man so that 
all might live more abundantly on earth and also live 
forever, beyond our physical death.

Social Action

So first, let’s talk about social action – loving our neigh-
bor. With regard to social action and those in need, 
again Christ did not mince any words. He said clearly 
that when each of us die and we are individually judged 
by God, He will only ask us one set of questions. It will 
not be “How good a job were you able to get?” or 
“How much money did you make?” or even “Were you 
a good family person?” Rather, the Creator of the en-
tire universe will only ask us on that judgment day, “Did 
you feed the hungry, give water to the thirsty, clothe 
the naked, visit the sick and those in prison?” As He 
says: “For inasmuch as you did it to one of those in 
need, you did it to Me.”

Inasmuch as you love the poor, you are loving God, 
because they and all your neighbors are icons of God. 
Each of us is made in the image and likeness of God. 
When we see our fellow human being, every human 
being – no matter how wretched a man or woman he 
or she might be, or even how selfish he or she might be 
– we need to recognize that he or she, too, was  created 
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A second way of being involved is to play an active 
part in administering something like the Becoming 
Truly Human program. We will need at least 5 to10 or 
more people helping in each city, and perhaps many 
more than that. We hope to start no later than January 
and February of next year, and perhaps as early as this 
September and October, less than a month away. You 
can also be involved in the Orthodox Christian Mission 
Center internationally, on either short-term mission 
trips or even long-term missionary work.

A third way to be obedient to the command regard-
ing evangelism is to pray, both for specific people and 
for all catechumens (those preparing to be baptized 
and/or chrismated), and to pray for all inquirers and for 
those you feel might someday be inquirers.

St. John of Kronstadt says the reason people don’t be-
lieve is because they don’t pray. As is true with getting 
to know people, you can’t know God if you don’t com-
municate with him. Think about your best friend, and 
the relationship that you have with him or her – what is 
required? Constant communication, truthfulness, trust, 
and, of course, sharing good times together. Building 
and maintaining a loving relationship with God is not 
very different. Constant communication in the form of 
prayer is necessary, and receiving His body and blood, 
and trusting that He is with us and loves us. As with be-
ing truthful with our friends, however, we also need to 
be truthful with God, in coming to grips with our sinful-
ness, confessing those sins sincerely, and committing to 
put those sins aside and lead a new life. As with our best 
friend, too, God also wants to share good times with us.

Regarding prayer: whether or not you can take the 
course, there are many helpful suggestions, as well as 
daily morning and evening prayers, in the Prayerbook 
of the Prayer Fellowship of St. Philip the Evangelist. You 
can order the Prayerbook and be a member of the Fel-
lowship by writing Fr. Joseph Honeycutt, St. George 
Orthodox Church, 5311 Mercer, Houston, Texas 77005. 
The $25 donation includes the materials and a book 
by Fr. Keiser.

Not only must you know the basics of the faith, but you 
must grow in that faith. How do we grow in faith and 
in knowing God? To quote the Scripture, God’s “divine 
power has given to us all things that pertain to life and 
godliness … that you may be partakers of the divine 
nature …. Giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue 
[moral excellence], to virtue knowledge, to knowledge 
self-control [and that can be hard], to self-control per-
severance, to perseverance godliness, to godliness 
brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love” (2 

Peter 1:3–7). “Then you will be neither barren nor un-
fruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 
Peter 1:8).

As you grow in that faith, then, the fourth way to be 
obedient to the Great Commission will be yours: you 
will witness to Christ silently in your actions. This may 
be making the sign of the cross before your work meals, 
thanking God for the food; or serving in a FOCUS or 
other social action ministry, or simply controlling your 
emotions when the world would say to you, “Be an-
gry,” or, “Be anxious.” As Francis of Assisi said, “Preach 
the Gospel; use words if necessary.”

How do you combat feelings of anger when the situa-
tion appears to call for it? You should remember that 
usually we get angry because our feelings are hurt – 
how could this person do this to me! These feelings are 
rooted in pride. When you feel anger, remember what 
St. John of Kronstadt said: “The angry man is in greater 
need of the spiritual doctor than the man with whom 
he is angry.” 

And how do you fight feelings of anxiety, which we all 
get? If we have spiritual tools, such as saying the morn-
ing prayers, participating actively in the liturgy, and, 
particularly, receiving the Eucharist, you can overcome 
any anxiety. We have to put things in perspective. As 
Christ said, Look at the birds in the air. God takes care 
of them. Worrying about something doesn’t help the 
matter. Trust in God. We must pray, “Lord, your will 
be done.” As our Lord said, “Seek first the kingdom 
of God, and everything else necessary for you will be 
given to you” (Matthew 6:33).

In addition to fighting against such vices as anger and 
anxiety, in your work-life, and in life generally, it is ex-
tremely important to be truthful. Truth is another aspect 
of humility. Some say that God is humble because He is 
truth. If we realize the truth that everything in the world 
is God’s and that the goal of our life is to live in His 
Kingdom now and forever, there is no reason to slant 
the truth. The most important thing you have in your 
work-life is your reputation and credibility, and once 
you lose that, as with “trust” generally, it is very hard to 
regain it. Always be honest. It’s good business advice 
and good spiritual advice as well.

Philanthropy

Finally, let’s turn to the third leg of the stool, philan-
thropy. The word really means the same as the other 
commandments we have discussed – philo is “love” 
and anthropos is “man” – so if you’re a philanthropist, it 
doesn’t literally mean that you are wealthy and give to 

crimination, the way Jesus taught us by telling us the 
story of the Samaritan who helped his supposed en-
emy, the injured Jew by the side of the road.

Spiritual Outreach

Now, let’s return to that other leg of the stool of follow-
ing God’s commandments: spiritual outreach. As I noted 
above, Jesus says, “Go, therefore, and make disciples of 
all nations … teaching them all I have commanded you 
to observe” (Matthew 28: 19–20). His command applies 
to all believing Christians, not just the clergy. Make no 
mistake about how important it is for each of us to en-
gage in spiritual outreach. St. John Chrysostom, whose 
liturgy we celebrate on Sundays, says, “I do not believe 
in the salvation of anyone who does not try to save oth-
ers.” Our highest spiritual leaders, the Patriarchs of our 
entire Orthodox Church together have said to the whole 
Church, “The evangelization of God’s people, and also 
of those who don’t believe in Christ, constitutes the su-
preme duty of the Church.”

I have suggested for ways one can be obedient to 
God’s command to love our neighbor in social action. 
Now, let’s turn to another five suggestions for how we 
can engage in spiritual outreach, to spread the Good 
News of Christ. What is that good news? As Fr.  Michael 
Keiser, head of the Archdiocese’s Department of Mis-
sions and Evangelism says, “The ‘good news’ is that 
Jesus came to establish the Kingdom of God.”

So, the first specific thing to do in following Christ’s 
command in this area is to be sure you know the  basics 
of the faith. We need to know this Kingdom of God that 
God has called us to live in. Don’t be afraid – I’m not 
asking you to read long theological texts to get that 
basic information, nor to try to force people to believe 
– only God can call people to Himself. But Fr. Peter Gill-
quist of blessed memory has said, “You don’t have to 
be a gifted evangelist to take part in being an effective 
witness for Christ.” You do, however, have to know the 

basics of the faith, be committed and, one hopes, be 
passionate about your faith if you are to be a witness 
to Christ.

For those of you who feel you need to know more of the 
basics of the faith, I have a suggestion. We are in the 
process of forming a movement and a course called, 
“Becoming Truly Human.” We can’t be fully human, as 
God created us, unless we come to know God more 
and more each day of our lives, by the decisions and ac-
tions we take. It is a process of becoming truly human, 
becoming what God created us to be, one with Him.

You can be part of this “Becoming Truly Human” move-
ment. The heart of it is a fun, informal course of ap-
proximately seven weeks on the basics of the Christian 
faith, dealing with basic questions, such as the meaning 
of life, who Jesus is, why He died, and so forth. The 
idea is to have at least 10 to15 people at a home for an 
informal dinner, just to be together. Then, after dinner, 
the group would view a 20-minute video on the topic 
for that week, and then break up into smaller groups to 
discuss the topic and hear each other’s point of view.

The first course of seven weeks would be given in 
the Church internally, not only to revitalize the faith of 
those taking the course, but to allow the parishioners 
to know what to expect when you invite, to the second 
course, your friends, unchurched family members and 
business acquaintances. These two courses would be 
given each year.

The goal of the second course is to have 50 to 80% 
of the participants, God willing, desire to proceed in a 
catechism class under the priest, and ultimately to be-
come part of the Church. Our vision is to have each 
of the 265 churches and missions in the Archdiocese 
(and, later, the over two thousand Orthodox Churches 
in the country) double the number of existing members 
over time. Although it will go slower in the beginning 
and faster as time goes on, if God blesses it as He has 
such things as IOCC and FOCUS North America, we 
believe that this doubling of members can take place 
in perhaps 16 years.

If you would like to be part of this movement in any 
way, please let me know and I will give you the contact 
information for our Program Director. 

So the first way you can be obedient to Christ’s com-
mand to spread the good news of the Kingdom is to 
learn the basics of the faith, either on your own or 
through your priest or with the help of something like 
the “Becoming Truly Human” program.
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charity. It simply means you are a “lover of mankind,” 
just as you are when you love your neighbor and when 
you love God and care about the salvation of all. You 
can serve through offering your time, talent, and trea-
sure, working in a ministry of the Church or community, 
being on the Board of Directors of a charitable organi-
zation, and other ways.

I would like to focus, however, for a few minutes on 
“your” treasure. Our society teaches us that everything 
we own is ours, and we tend to become pretty posses-
sive, but the truth of the matter is that everything on 
earth – all the land, all the money, everything – is God’s. 
We are only stewards of it for a few years, up to a hun-
dred years of life, say, on this planet. If we give ten per-
cent of our income, we shouldn’t really consider that 
we are giving it up, rather that we are keeping ninety 
per cent of what God has entrusted to us.

In the Book of Malachi in the Old Testament, the Lord 
says to us, “Give back to Me and I will give back to 
you …. You kept back your tithes and offerings. You 
most certainly turned your back on me …. Return now 
in this,” says the Lord Almighty, “and see if I will not 
open for you the fl oodgates of heaven and pour out for 
you a blessing until it is overfl owing” (Malachi 3:7– 10).

As a brand new lawyer, I was making $20,000 a year. 
Even the secretaries made more than the lawyers, 
but I was convinced by a Christian friend that it was 
important to “tithe” to the Church and its ministries. 
Not even knowing the passage in Malachi that I just 
quoted to you, I was amazed that the more in dona-
tions Marilee and I gave, the more we received back. 
We didn’t make the donations for those reasons, but as 
we kept increasing the percentage of giving, we kept 
receiving even more. God provides what we need, of 
that I am sure, and one important evidence of trusting 
in Him is to treat the money we have been, and will be, 
entrusted with, as if it belongs to God. We keep only 
that which makes us and our family comfortable, after 
recognizing that it is all God’s.

Can you imagine if the more than one hundred of you 
young adults for the next twenty years gave ten per-
cent or more of your income to the Orthodox Church, 
what just the people in this room could do? It would 
mean that, together, you would be giving more than 
$20,000,000 during that twenty-year period to the 
Church, a very large percentage of it being paid by the 
federal and state governments through charitable tax 
deductions. And if those funds were earning tax-free in 
a private foundation that you created, at the 5% distri-

bution rate required of private foundations, together, 
just those of you in this room, would be giving over 
$1,000,000 per year forever to support the social ac-
tion and spiritual outreach missions and other activities 
of the Orthodox Church.

I’ll tell you one last story. I have a close friend, a fellow 
Board member, who was having breakfast with me a 
few years ago. He was not Antiochian but a committed 
Serbian Orthodox man. He said, “Charles, I’ve never 
told you this, but my patron saint is St. Ignatius of An-
tioch, and I’m thinking of becoming a member of the 
Order – what is it, either $500 or $1,000 per year?” 
I said, “Oh, but for you, we have a special category, 
life-membership, a one-time gift of $15,000.” He said, 
“Charles, here are all of my assets in detail and all of 
my income, I can’t afford it,” he said, as he laid out the 
fi gures. I immediately said, “I’m so sorry I raised the is-
sue – please forget that I said it. It would be great if you 
could become a member at $500 a year. In fact I insist 
that you not do more than that.”

We went on sharing our friendship at the breakfast be-
cause he and I are very close friends. Toward the end of 
the meal, he suddenly said, “I’ve been praying about 
it and I’ve decided to be a life-member of the Order; I 
don’t know where I will get the money from but I know 
it’s what I’m going to do.” After trying to discourage 
him further from doing that, we left the restaurant. A 
couple of days later, he called me and said, “Do you 
know how gracious and loving our Lord is?” I said, “I 
think I do, but what are you specifi cally talking about?” 
He said, “I’ve never won anything in my life, but I just 
found out that I won fi rst place in the Serbian National 
Lottery. Guess how much the fi rst place award is?” I 
said, “Don’t tell me, $15,000? It can’t be; that’s such an 
unusual number.” He said, “$15,000.” 

I’m not suggesting a “name-it-and-claim-it” type of 
evangelical philosophy. Nor am I suggesting God re-
wards “good” people. I’m simply telling you that, over 
and over in my life, and, God-willing, in yours, the 
words of Jesus continually ring true, and if you remem-
ber nothing else from this talk, remember this: Do your 
best to “seek fi rst the kingdom of God and everything 
needed will be added to you.”

Charles R. Ajalat, Orthodox Young Professionals’ Conference
San Diego, California  August 15, 2014

1.  Editor’s note: One of the key ways to help poor people rise out of 
poverty, especially poor single women, is to encourage them to marry, 
rather than cohabit or have sexual relations outside of marriage. See 
http://www.heritage.org/childpoverty
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For more information please visit www.antiochian.org/music
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Antiochian Village Camp 

Give the gift of camp this holiday season!  Antiochian Village Camp 
Registration opens the week of December 8 for Summer 2015!

Social Action



neighbor as yourself. Next time you are at the coffee 
shop, why not pay the bill for the person behind you? 
That person, now having felt love from you through 
your random act of kindness, may display this love to 
someone else and the cycle will continue. Something 
so easy as a moment of encouragement can lift some-
one up from a day of pain. We as orthodox Christians 
do not believe in equality; we believe in putting our-
selves last and others before us. His Eminence, Met-
ropolitan PHILIP, of thrice-blessed memory, was the 
perfect example of this. He put himself last with rev-
erence to the church and the people belonging to it 

first. He lived a life of service to His neighbors, and 
loving God above all. 

In essence, the relationships we have are two-fold: 
vertical and horizontal. The vertical is man’s relation-
ship with God. The horizontal is man’s relationship 
with others. “To love” means “to put first.” Love is 
everything; to give everything to Christ, hence, the 
vertical and horizontal – the cross. This is the perfect 
example. Christ gave everything on the cross out of 
His everlasting love for us.

Oratorical Festival
Love. How do we 
de  fine this term? Specifically, 
as Christians, what does love 
mean to us? To me, love means 
having respect for others and 
putting their needs above my 
own. Love is not simply a re-
lationship between two indi-
viduals. In fact, as Christians, 
our relationships should be on 
one of two planes, a horizontal 
one and a vertical one. The re-
lationship on the vertical plane 

is that between man on earth and God. Having a re-
lationship with God begins at the moment we realize 
that we have sin in our life, and have strayed from His 
teaching. Once we see this, then we can identify the 
need for help and growth in our lives. Having a per-
sonal relationship with God also includes communi-
cating on a daily basis, just as a father and his child do. 
St. John Chrysostom said, “God loves us more than 
a father, mother, a friend, or any else could love, and 
even more than we are able to love ourselves.” Pray-
ing to God and reading Scripture enables us to learn 
and understand more about this love. Through this we 
gain knowledge about who we are as individuals.

In loving God, we should keep in mind that God loved 
us first. 1 John 4:19 states, “We loved because He 
loved us first.” God gave His Son as a sacrifice for the 
sins of mankind because of the eternal and great love 
He has for His people. Ephesians 2:4–5 states, “But 
God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love 
which He loved us, even when we were dead in our 
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ.”

What separates us from God are our earthly desires. 
We should love the presence of God as our refuge, 
rather than earthly substitutions. The love of material 
things occupies our hearts and introduces distractions 
into our vertical relationship with God. We see this in 
the difference between simply hearing and listening: 
someone can hear the priest giving the sermon on 
Sunday morning but not truly understand. Listening 
to the sermon, however, requires being attentive and 
opening your heart as well as your ears. That is why, in 
the beginning of Divine Liturgy on Sunday mornings, 
the deacon always says, “Let us attend!”

In the Gospel of Luke, we are given three ways in which 
we must love God. The first is “with all our heart,” 
which refers to the center of our emotions. The heart, 
in Arabic al qalb, means “the core,” the very center 
of a human being. By expressing our feelings to God 
and not shying away, we learn to trade in our struggles 
and stress for a peaceful soul in return. This brings me 
to the second way we must love: “with all our soul.” A 
peaceful soul is a healthy soul, and one that is bound-
less in its love for God. Our soul is the driving power 
within us; it’s the breath of life given to us by God, 
just as God gave Adam breath. God gives us all the 
breath of life, which we call our soul, and in return we 
should love Him with every breath given to us. When 
you think about it, God acts as the best therapist: one 
who never judges a book by its cover, but clears the 
pages to make space for a better story. Now, from the 
core – our heart – and the life God has given us – our 
soul – we acquire strength. Loving God with all of our 
strength is to serve God, by giving, laboring, teaching, 
and finding ways to lead others to the love of God. Ev-
eryone has their strengths; learning how to use one’s 
strength is a way of expressing gratitude. 

Now, our relationships on the horizontal plane: the 
ones we have with each other, with other people, 
and with our neighbors. Now, you might ask, Who is 
my neighbor? One’s neighbor is not necessarily the 
person living next to our homes. Rather, our neighbor 
is any person in need of our help or kindness. That 
means that our neighbor could be that homeless man 
outside, the person sitting next to you right now, or 
even the people you may not agree with all the time. 
The point, however, is that anyone can be your neigh-
bor, which means that kindness and love should be 
spread to everyone. God loves us all because we were 
created by Him; this same love that God has for us 
should be expressed by us to each other in our words 
and actions. The Gospel of St. Luke 6:32–35 states, 
“But if you love those who love you, what credit is that 
to you? For even sinners love those who love them. 
And if you do good to those who do good to you, 
what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the 
same. And if you lend to those from whom you hope 
to receive back, what credit is that to you? For even 
sinners lend to sinners to receive as much back.” Give 
to those without expecting anything in return, but do 
it from the kindness and love of your heart, loving your 

Winter Camp — February 13–16

During Presidents Day weekend, we will have Win-
ter Camp for campers in grades 7–12. We are ex-
cited to have Dn. Nick Belcher as our speaker! He 
is the Dean of Students at Hellenic College / Holy 
Cross Seminary in Boston, Massachusetts, and a 
deacon at St. George Church in West Roxbury, 
Massachusetts. Dn. Nick will lead three sessions 
about “Becoming Soldiers for Christ” and teach 
us how to live a Christian life in the world today. 
We will get to play in the snow, go ice-skating, and 
sledding, we hope! We will worship together and 
meet new friends as we connect with old friends, 
too. It’s a fun weekend … a mini summer-camp, 
just a lot colder!

CRAVE (College Retreat at Antiochian Village) 
— February 27–March 1

Want to get away from the grind of mid-terms, 
exams, and studying? Want to meet other Ortho-
dox College Students from different backgrounds? 
Want to refocus your spiritual life? Well you’re in 
luck! This year we will host our first ever CRAVE! 
College Retreat at Antiochian Village is a week-
end retreat for all college and university students. 
Fr. Anthony Yazge, Marek Simon, and Chris Shadid 
will talk about “Standing at the Foot of the Cross,” 
a Lenten retreat focused on following Christ. So 
if you want a little break from your classes, come 
join us for a weekend full of fellowship, worship, 
and learning!

AV Service Weekend — May 15–17

Would you like the chance to serve the Church 
and get your hands a little dirty at the same time? 
Join us for Service Weekend and help us get the 
camp ready for our campers! You’ll spend the days 
working hard and the nights relaxing and enjoying 
fun and fellowship. Everyone is welcome – teens, 
chaperones, advisors, alumni, and friends … and 
help us get ready for another camping season! 

Family Camp — May 22–25

Over Memorial Day Weekend, we will host Family 
Camp! It is a great opportunity to get away with 
your family, and spend a weekend living together 
in a cabin! We will have a keynote speaker for the 
adults, while our summer staff will have activities 
for the kids. During the days, we will have lots of 
fun activities for families to do together, such as 
swimming, sports, our Ropes Course, canoeing, 
and so much more! So come join us for a weekend, 
and give your whole family (grandparents, uncles, 
and aunts too!) a golden opportunity to grow clos-
er together in a Christ-centered  environment!

If you have any questions, please visit www. 
avcamp.org, call the office at 724-238-9565, or 
 e-mail us at campoffice@antiochianvillage.org. 
We hope to see you soon!

UPCOMING EVENTS AT ANTIOCHIAN VILLAGE CAMP
Temperatures may be getting colder, but things are heating up here at the Village this 
winter! We’ve got a lot of great events coming up, and we’d love for you to join us!

Noura Soufia
Judges’ Choice from the 

Diocese of Miami
Noura, 16, is from St. 

George Cathedral, Coral 
Gables, Florida.
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The Order supports youth in many ways:
Project Mexico 

Summer Camp Scholarships
College Conferences 

Teen SOYO Special Olympics
SOYO Leadership Training

Treehouse
Christian Education

Balamand Education Foundation
Married Seminarian Assistance

and more …
For more information call 201-871-1355, 

or e-mail: theorder@antiochian.org 
or visit www.orderofstignatius.org.

OUR LORD BEGAN LIFE ON EARTH 
AS A BABE IN A MANGER, 

ADULTS NURTURED AND SUPPORTED HIM 
AND WATCHED HIM GROW.

CONTINUE A TRADITION OF SUPPORTING YOUTH.  JOIN THE ORDER.
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