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editor’s letter

Passive spiritual 
 activism?
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 Working on The WORD gets me about  fi fty 
e-mails a day, which is something to keep in 
mind if you get upset when I don’t answer you 
in a timely way, or not at all. But I want to share 
an e-mail that I received which had in its title 
line “Depressed? Passive, spiritual activism is 
the answer.” I confess that I had no idea what 
this meant, which is not unusual. The subject 
lines of e-mails are often meant just to catch our 
attention. I opened the e-mail to learn that this 
was an ad for a political conference about health 
reform; I am still clueless as to what “passive, 
spiritual activism” could mean, or what it has to 
do with depression. 

It did get me thinking, though, about how 
much out there makes no sense. Generations use 
words in ways that change their meaning without 
notifying their hearers. They also change the rules 
of logic, and then challenge previous generations 
to justify themselves using the new systems or 
schemes. For many today, there is no reliable his-
tory, reality or truth. This is especially true when 
it comes to the Bible and religion. How can we 
witness as Christians in such times? By getting to 
the heart of the Gospel proclamation. Christianity 
is about being in relationship with God through 
the person Jesus Christ.

Some look for warm and fuzzy feelings, oth-
ers for snazzy formulas and sayings. I don’t know 
if Orthodoxy can always deliver such things, but 
what Orthodox Christianity can offer is a relation-
ship with God. By gathering as Christ’s body, we 
can be God’s people, hear the good news, praise 
the Father, share God’s love, offer ourselves in 
the Eucharist, be fed in the Kingdom by God, 
live life itself through Christ (communion) and 
then re-enter the world to share the good news. 
Learning about God is not enough. Attending the 
worship is not enough. Church is not a specta-

tor sport or something to consume. Christianity is 
encountering the living God in Christ, and Christ 
is acting and living in the world today. He comes 
to us as much from the future as from history. He 
lives in us and shares with us in all that we do. We 
don’t work (liturgy is the work we do in Christ) 
to know things about God; we share his life and 
know Him. He knows us and we are in a relation-
ship with Him.

I fear that unless we use our opportunities in 
Lent and Pasch to build and grow our own rela-
tionships of cooperation and love with Christ, we 
will be unable to witness to Christ and share Him 
with our children and neighbors, let alone the 
world. Youth are growing up in an era in which 
people think in abstractions and seek experienc-
es, not truth. Religion for them is like a salad bar, 
and reality is illusive. Each person is his or her 
own fi nal authority over what to believe, and ev-
erything and everyone is unworthy of trust. 

To share Christ today, we need to be close to 
Christ. We need to shed bad habits and be au-
thentically free. We need to forgive those who 
trespass against us and be able to love our neigh-
bor. We need to be mindful of God’s presence and 
be humble, reverent and authentic. Modern man 
(and woman of course) wants authentic relation-
ships, and they can’t know Christ unless they are 
introduced to Him by someone who authentically 
knows Him and shows them how to share in His 
life and His ministry.

I still don’t know what “passive spiritual activ-
ism” is or what it has to do with depression, but 
knowing Christ and sharing Him with His world 
will be joy, and may even help with depression.

Christ is Risen!
  

Archimandrite John Abdalah



“What do you mean, Ian goes to church?” oth-
er parents and teachers would ask me about 
my son, who has autism spectrum disorder. 
“How can he stay still for that long?” Ian would 
leap out of his chair in class and sway back and 
forth. At home, nothing could keep his atten-
tion – not movies, TV, or even baking his favor-
ite cookies. In his day program, he needed con-
stant one-to-one supervision in order to do his 
work. So what is it about the Orthodox Church 
that allows Ian to follow the deacon’s frequent 
reminders in the Liturgy “to attend”?

First of all, there is the music. Ian taps his foot 
and sways to music of all kinds, but the words 
contained in the rhythm and repetition of chant-
ing keep his attention and stay in his memory. 
This is no accident, because the Orthodox Church 
has relied on the senses to teach its doctrine since 
the very beginning. Besides hearing the Word, we 
can see and learn about the characters and events 
in the Bible that are displayed everywhere in the 
church. Ian enjoys looking at the murals and icons 
in church that, along with the burning candles, 
calm him and help him to focus. He also tracks 
the colors of the priest’s garments and the pro-
cessions around the altar. Smelling incense and 
fl owers in the church is another sensory pathway 
to Ian’s memory. Before praying for his family, he 
sniffs the roses and candles.

Why are the repetition of words, and the 
chants and the movements so important to some-
one like Ian with symptoms of autism? Ian knows 
that he can count on the same order of liturgy 
every Sunday. This consistency gives a meaning-
ful pattern and framework to the torrent of over-
whelming sensations. Unchanging is not only a 
historical characteristic of the liturgy, it is also an 
important psychological strength. In these times 
of overnight change, we all need a place and time 
to come for support and consistency. 

As toddlers we begin to imitate words and ac-
tions, but this skill that we take for granted is very 

diffi cult for Ian; he does not sing or chant along 
with the rest of the congregation. He can, how-
ever, read simple words and follow with his fi nger 
the words in the prayers. When he sees others 
making the sign of the cross, he crosses himself 
with the palm of his hand in a large gesture, rath-
er than with his fi ngers, because his coordination 
is affected. Because Ian’s fi rst language was sign 
language, the non-verbal gestures of the clergy 
and laity are as meaningful as words to him. 

Our churches are not fi rst buildings, but the 
people, and Ian, like others with disabilities, 
sense when people accept him. The model of ac-
ceptance is Jesus Christ, Who sends no one away 
and commands the little children to be brought 
to Him. Although we can only strive for His per-
fection of love, we are exhorted by such Church 
Fathers as Clement of Rome “to be kind one to 
another after the pattern of the tender mercy and 
benignity of our Creator.” In the past, being in 
large, open rooms often made Ian hit himself or 
try to run away. Because friends at church greeted 
him, smiled and shook his hands, he became used 
to people that he did not see everyday.

Church is the place where people with dis-
abilities can be included in many different ways, 
such as taking part in the service, passing out the 
blessed bread, helping set up tables and chairs 
or cleaning up. They can participate in Church 
School, youth activities and prayer groups. 

The agape potluck after our Sunday services 
is a chance for Ian to practice what he learns at 
his supported-living home, and work with people 
he trusts and who encourage him. He stands in 
line, takes his turn, chooses his food and uten-
sils, sits with others at a large table, and cleans 
up his place. Ian has learned to trust others and 
see how they behave towards each other. As Ira-
naeus wrote, people in the Church should display 
“sympathy, and compassion, and steadfastness, 
and truth, for the aid and encouragement of man-
kind.” Sunday is a feast with food and friends who 
encourage him. 
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“As we have 
opportunity, let 

us do good to all 
people, especially 
those who belong 

to the family of 
believers.” 

Galatians 6:10

Ian and the 
Family of  Believers



When Ian and I became Orthodox and joined 
St. Michael Orthodox Church in Whittier, Cali-
fornia, Deacon Stephen and Mary Patty Holley 
were our sponsors. Mary Patty showed him the 
concrete signs of our faith: the cross, holy water, 
blessed bread, and icons. She let him experience 
them rather than lecturing him about their mean-
ings. His chrismation name is Raphael, the angel 
of healing. I questioned, however, how much Ian 
really understood Orthodox tradition and liturgy. 
He did not have the verbal or reasoning skills to 
understand confession or the ideas behind com-
munion. Before we were chrismated, I asked a 
friend if Ian understood enough to receive the 
elements. She laughed and said, “Who does com-
pletely comprehend such a mystery as commu-
nion?” Of course, she was right. Orthodox belief 
does not depend on reasoning, but grows within 
the individual in a community of believers.

From the time he started attending church 
when he was four, he seemed fascinated with com-
munion. Even his compulsion for food and eating 
did not explain why Ian would stand so still and 
watch carefully while others received communion 
from the priest and deacons. What was he seeing 
that his wriggling brother and sister missed? What 
was he looking at while I was day-dreaming about 
what I would do later after church? Years later it 
struck me that he liked to see people coming one 
by one to be fed. Ian saw what we can all see if we 
attend: people being nourished and strengthened. 
“Oh taste and see that God is good; blessed is the 
man who trusts in Him!” from Psalm 34 must be 
Ian’s favorite verse.

Working as a special education teacher and 
program specialist with parents of children on 
the autism spectrum, I have heard many compare 
their child’s diagnosis to a physical disaster like 
a hurricane or tornado that tears through them 
when they least expect it and leaves their family 
shaken and changed forever. Agnostics as well as 
believers vent their anger at God and say, “Why 
did God do this to us? What did I do to deserve 
this? Why me?” These are old, familiar questions 
that echo Job. Then the cycle of blame and guilt 
begins, and in our anger we often blame others 
– teachers, doctors, therapists, psychologists and 
even friends. Once our question changes from 
“Why?” to “How can we heal and learn to accept 
this?” the church as spiritual hospital can begin 

to help. The parish can be the place where we 
are “kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving 
one another, even as God in Christ forgave you” 
(Ephesians 4:32).

Jean Vanier, religious author and founder of 
the international organization L’Arche, worked 
with the developmentally disabled all his life. He 
was often asked, “Why did God make people with 
Downs’ syndrome, autism and other mental dis-
abilities?” That is a hard question. But Vanier’s 
answer is even harder. He explained that it is a 
challenge and an opportunity for all of us to show 
God’s love to others and share kindness, one of 
the fruits of the Spirit. “Do not forget to do good 
and to share with others, for with such sacrifi ces 
God is well-pleased” (Hebrews 13:15). 

We must accept people who are different, as 
Christ accept us all. As Irenaeus wrote, “He kindly 
welcomes and accepts them as premature fruits, 
and honors the mind, whatsoever it may be, which 
is stamped with virtue, although not yet perfect.” 
Besides acceptance and kindness, we can pray for 
the disabled and their families, especially through 
intercessory saints for the disabled such as St. 
Dymphna, St. Naum of Ochrid, St. Anastasia 
and St. Gerasimos of Cephalonia. The Orthodox 
Church has the tools to help and teach people 
with disabilities if it remembers the words of St. 
John Chrysostom, “Nothing so furthers teaching 
than this: loving and being loved.”

(The words of the Fathers are quoted from Fruit of the 
Spirit, edited by George D. ZGourides.)
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The Feast of the

and the

Holy Apostles 
Peter and Paul, 

Claim of Rome 
to Preeminence

The Feast of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul is very ancient, and 
at the same time, the last historically to be preceded by preparation 
with a lengthy fast. The Feast is described, in the Byzantine tradi-
tion, technically as a “third class/ Vigil rank commemoration” — and 
in the West as the ” Solemnity of Sts. Peter and Paul.” Though it 
does not rank with Pascha, Nativity, Theophany or Pentecost, it is 
still very important, as it is the patronal feast of the Patriarchate of 
Antioch. Most Christians, however, identify Saints Peter and Paul 
with the city – Rome –where they were martyred, according to tra-
dition. Why Rome? And why does the city and its bishop, and the 
memory of the two Apostles, matter?



The Akathist Hymn to the Holy Apostles gives us an impor-
tant clue, incorporating what we fi nd in the Scriptures as well: 
Saint Peter is given the place of honor. The Hymn addresses the 
Head of the Church fi rst – Christ, the Good Shepherd, who “said 
unto thee, O fi rst-enthroned Peter: If thou lovest Me, feed My 
sheep.” The same Christ admonishes the other apostles about 
the suitability of the former persecutor Saul of Tarsus (quoting 
here Acts 9:15); Christ confi rmed “thee, O preeminent Apostle 
Paul: He is a chosen vessel unto Me, to bear my name before 
the gentiles.” But Christ then addresses the entire college of the 
apostles with the universal commission of the Gospel of Mat-
thew – to preach to all the nations. 

 These themes – the primacy of Peter, Paul as the last-called 
but Peter’s equal before God, and the collegial nature of the 
apostles’ approach to diffi culties – is refl ected in the opening of 
the Akathist Hymn. The Hymn recognizes the primacy of Peter, 
the linkage of the Church of the Circumcised and the Uncir-
cumcised in the two apostles’ dual ministries, and the collegial 
obligation of all the apostles and their successors, the bishops 
of the Church, to spread the Gospel, at the risk of martyrdom, 
if necessary. The hymn’s scriptural teaching is confi rmed in 
the theology of some of the early fathers, including Saint Ire-
naeus of Lyon and the Montanist theologian Tertullian. Taken 
together, they provide us with a proper view of a Petrine min-
istry, Rome, and the role of a primacy among the bishops for 
Orthodox Christians in the 21st century. 

The commemoration of the apostles’ deaths began around 
the year 258 during the persecution of Christians under the 
emperor Valerius. Oral tradition held that the apostles had per-
ished under the emperor Nero sometime in the 60s. Given his 
Roman citizenship, Paul was granted the privilege of execution 
by beheading, but Peter, as a Jewish Christian deemed an en-
emy to the cult of imperial worship was crucifi ed fi rst, accord-
ing to tradition. The site on the Vatican Hill was, from before 
the time of Constantine, believed to be the place where Peter’s 
relics had been hidden. Over an earlier structure whose ruins 
were excavated in the 1940s beneath the present Renaissance 
building, the emperor Constantine had constructed that fi rst 
basilica. The Basilica of Saint Peter is not the cathedral church 
of the bishop of Rome, but a memorial church where the apos-
tle’s relics have been revered since the fourth century. In 258 
the remains of the two apostles had been moved to prevent the 
persecutors from desecrating them, and a common date cho-
sen to honor them both. By ancient oral tradition, it was Peter 
who suffered death fi rst, and Paul perhaps a day later. Accord-
ing to Farmer and Kereszty’s Peter and Paul in the Church of 
Rome, that tradition has left traces in “graffi ti on the walls of 
San Sebastiano near the via Appia [that] show that the cult of 
Peter and Paul was fi rmly established there in the fi rst half of 
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the third century,” (that is, by the early 200s).
That cult of veneration sprang from the con-

nection between the two men revealed in Holy 
Scripture. The two knew of each other before 
Saul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. The 
account in Acts does not remember Paul after his 
conversion journeying to talk to Peter (as Paul in 
the Letter to the Galatians reveals he did). After 
being sent to Antioch by the Council of Jerusa-
lem (Acts 15), Paul’s argument with Barnabas 
(vs. 39) “became so sharp that they parted from 
one another,” a reminder that the apostles didn’t 
always get along swimmingly, as indeed Peter and 
Paul did not. In his own confession made to the 
Galatians about his conversion, Paul revealed that 
he did not go to Jerusalem immediately, but spent 
time in Arabia. After three years in Damascus, 
however, when he did arrive in Jerusalem, he vis-
ited Peter, not James, the head of the Christian 
community in the city (Galatians 1:17–18). His 
choice refl ected what he had been taught, since 
he reminded the Church at Corinth that when 
Christ arose from the dead “he appeared to Ce-
phas [that is, Peter]; then to the twelve; then he 
appeared to about fi ve hundred brethren at the 
same time …; then he appeared to James; then to 
all the apostles” and fi nally, ”last of all, as to one 
born out of due time, he appeared also to me” 

(1 Corinthians 15:3–7). In Galatians Paul names 
those among the “pillars of the church in Jerusa-
lem” who decided that Paul and Barnabas should 
“go unto the Gentiles, and they [that is, James, 
Cephas and John] unto the circumcision” (Gala-
tians 2:7–9).

The Scriptures make no attempt to disguise 
the disagreements between the fi rst and the last 
of the Apostles that refl ected deep division within 
the broader Church. In Acts Chapters 10 and 11, 
Luke records Peter’s vision prior to the arrival of 
Cornelius in which he was instructed not to call 
unclean anything God has made clean. Tensions 
and disagreements about the relationship of the 
Church of the Circumcised to the Uncircumcised 
persisted, and had to be resolved by conciliar 
meetings, quite obviously tense and probably un-
pleasant. Paul says bluntly that he opposed Peter 
“to his face” (Galatians 2:11) on the question of 
converted Gentiles being circumcised and observ-
ing the Mosaic Law. That this former Pharisee who 
confessed that he was “zealous for the traditions 
of my fathers” (Galatians 1:14) should become 
the defender of the Gentiles as equal heirs of the 
promises made to ancient Israel fi gures as one of 
the more astonishing reminders that God acts in 
strange ways. The Scriptures point to Paul’s ac-
knowledgment of Peter’s primacy among the apos-
tles, do not hide disagreements between them, and 
note the important consensus among the “pillars” 
of the Church in Jerusalem, and the resolution of 
confl ict in the college of the apostles.

It is not this scriptural relationship, however, 
that actually attracted the attention of the Church 
fathers. As Farmer and Kereszty note, “the most 
important early patristic texts which speak of the 
martyrdom of Peter, and his role in the founda-
tion of the church of Rome (1 Clement, the Let-
ter of Ignatius of Antioch to the Romans and 
the Letter of Bishop Dionysius of Corinth to the 
Bishop of Rome) do not speak about Peter alone. 
Paul is always joined with Peter. The two are as-
sociated as apostles, martyrs, and the founders 
of the church of Rome. The two most prominent 
theologians of the second century, Ireneaus and 
Tertullian, continue this early tradition.”

Were the Church fathers trying hard to get 
beyond the obvious disagreements by insisting 
on pairing these two giant personalities as mar-
tyr-founders? It would seem so. Having been in 
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Rome himself in 177 AD, Irenaeus informs us in 
his Against Heresies that it would take too long 
to “enumerate the successions of all the church-
es,” but he emphasizes instead the tradition – 
that which was handed down – about “that very 
great, oldest, and well-known church, founded 
and established at Rome by those two most glo-
rious apostles Peter and Paul, received from the 
apostles, and the faith she has announced to men, 
which comes down to us through the successions 
of bishops … .”

Irenaeus and the other fathers knew their 
Scriptures, and they did not mean to imply that 
Peter and Paul “literally” founded the many 
house churches that may have sprang from the 
synagogues in pagan Rome. Paul’s Letter to the 
Romans addresses no particular bishop or elder 
in the imperial capital and that fact was as well 
known to Saint Ireneaus as it is to us. Instead, 
as the Montanist writer Tertullian of North Afri-
ca, like Irenaeus, concluded, what everyone re-
membered was their common witness – that the 
two apostles “poured their whole teaching along 
with their blood” into what gradually became a 
unifi ed church in that city under one overseer or 
episkopos, his deacons and presbyters. As Allen 
Brent in his Imperial Cult and the Develop-
ment of Church Order observes, what Irenaeus, 
along with St. Ignatius of Antioch, St. Cyprian and 
other early writers emphasized, was a connection 
of bishops “in communion with all other father-
bishops … [and] the See of Rome … as a focus 
of unity. The Catholic Church thus became an al-
ternative imperium, presided over by bishops in 
communion with each other, which now stands in 
stark contrast to pagan Imperial Order.”

The post-apostolic writers were not, there-
fore, much interested in the historical founding 
of Christianity in Rome. Rather, theirs is a theo-
logical meditation about the importance of mar-
tyrdom – the witness of the faith – and it is this 
apostolic faith that is the key to the two apostles’ 
importance: they shed their blood along with 
countless others in the very heart of the pagan 
empire. That point, recognized by Tertullian in 
the 200s, informs a sermon delivered in the early 
400s by another North African, St. Augustine of 
Hippo (Sermon 295). St. Augustine notes that the 
Apostles share the same feast even though they 
suffered on different days: “Peter went fi rst, and 

Paul followed. And so we celebrate this day made 
holy for us by the apostles’ blood. Let us embrace 
what they believed, their life, their labors, their 
sufferings, their preaching, and their confession 
of faith.”

Placing the confession of faith fi rst and last in 
his list – giving it, in classic Latin oratorical style, 
the place of honor – the Bishop of Hippo points to 
the central and important aspect of the feast. This 
same emphasis can be seen in a sermon by Pope 
Leo the Great, who reminded his listeners that 
“Rome owes its high position to these Apostles. 
The whole world, dearly-beloved, does indeed 
take part in all holy anniversaries, and loyalty to 
the one Faith demands that whatever is recorded 
as one for all men’s salvation should be every-
where celebrated with common rejoicings. But 
… it is to be honored with special and peculiar 
exultation in our city, that there may be a pre-
dominance of gladness on the day of their martyr-
dom in the place where the chief of the Apostles 
met their glorious end … through whom the light 
of Christ’s gospel shone on thee, O Rome, and 
through whom thou, who wast the teacher of er-
ror, wast made the disciple of Truth.” Leo con-
cludes by insisting that “no distinction must be 
drawn between the merits of the two … because 
they were equal in election, alike in their toils, 
undivided in their death.”

Would this story be the same if the two apos-
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disagreements between the fi rst and the last of the 
Apostles that refl ected deep division within the 
broader Church.
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tles, before their later journeys to Rome, had 
been martyred in Antioch? Would that city, where 
the followers of Christ were fi rst called Chris-
tian (Acts: 11:26), not have assumed the kind of 
preeminence that the capital city of the Empire 
received instead? This may appear to be point-
less speculation, but it is not. Important though 
Antioch was, its bishop never (as far as we know) 
was addressed by the term pope or papa (mean-
ing “father”); however, this term of address to 
the bishop of Rome was also “from the third cen-
tury … of the titles of the bishop of Alexandria” 
(Andrew Louth, Greek East and Latin West). 
The understanding of Rome as the fi rst among 
the bishoprics did not arise because of the po-
litical structure of the empire, that is, it was not 
defended because of “civil pre-eminence, [but] 

rather … on its status as an unequivocally apos-
tolic see.” The term “’apostolic see’ – apostolica 
sedes – was fi rst used by Pope Damasus (366-84) 
(Louth). If apostolic presence alone explained 
Rome’s primacy, however, Antioch surely might 
have had the prior claim? In truth, the reverence 
shown for the Church in Rome by the majority of 
Christians who lived in Asia Minor and Africa, not 
Europe, did not have anything to do with political 
considerations, or even just the fact that apostles 
had once been there.1

Instead, Rome, rather than Antioch, came to 
be revered for a more somber reason. Had the 
Christian community in Jerusalem, for example, 
been martyred for the faith, instead of being 
warned not to perish alongside their rebellious 
neighbors in the year 70, presumably Jerusalem, 
had it not been totally destroyed, could also have 
claimed a preeminently “apostolic” witness. The 
martyrdom of the Apostle James in that city al-
ready counted for much. Instead, as Christianity 
became fi rst tolerated, and then gradually the 
offi cial faith of the Empire, Rome acquired the 
preeminence that is refl ected in all of the ecu-
menical councils’ surviving documents and can-
ons. The gradual displacement of Alexandria by 
New Rome between the fi rst Council of Nicea in 
325 and the reaffi rmation of the new capital see’s 
status of honor by Chalcedon in 451 never cast 
doubts on Rome’s primacy and orthodoxy. Saint 
Athanasius the Great fl ed westward to the bishop 
of Rome’s protection against his Arian enemies, 
and Rome continued to witness even at the risk of 
imperial displeasure, a fact acknowledged by no 
less an eastern saint than Maximus the Confessor. 
It was no accident that he made his way to the 
Lateran Synod of 649 to aid in the condemnation 
of heresies whose toleration was being promoted 
by the emperor. Though never personally present 
at any of the great councils held in the East, the 
bishops of Rome through their legates played a 
critical role in articulating the confession of faith 
– spelling out the implications of Peter’s assertion 
of what fl esh and blood had not revealed to him 
but the Father: “Thou art the Christ, the son of the 
living God” (Matthew 16:17).

If we take seriously the primacy of Peter and 
his ministry, we are constantly reminded of Peter’s 
frailty, and the brashness of his faith because of 
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his loving relationship with Jesus. Warned that Sa-
tan desired to sift him like wheat, Peter must have 
refl ected often later in life on Jesus’ words that, 
nonetheless, “I have prayed for you so that when 
you return to me, you will strengthen your breth-
ren.” St. John’s Gospel not only reaffi rms that 
Christ appeared fi rst to Peter after his resurrection 
– as Paul reminded his readers as well – but that Je-
sus predicted Peter’s martyrdom: “When you were 
younger, you girded yourself and walked where you 
wished; but when you are old, you will stretch out 
your hands, and another will gird you and carry 
you where you do not wish” (John 21:18).

It is the degree to which Peter – and any bishop 
of the church anywhere in the world – is willing, 
like the Good Shepherd, to lay down his life for 
his sheep that explains the veneration in which 
the ancient church held both of the apostles, the 
place where they witnessed, and those who came 
after them. The persecutions in Rome were, in 
the last half of the third and the beginning of the 
fourth century, particularly harrowing. Each of 
the bishops and their deacons was systematically 
hunted down and killed by imperial authorities. 
As a result, a kind of “succession crisis” in the 
wake of these deaths led the priest Novatian to 
expect election to the bishopric, only to be passed 
over. In the resulting confl icts that produced let-
ters exchanged with Cyprian of Carthage in North 
Africa, one important point emerged: the honor 
in which Rome was held was an honor based on 
that Church’s history of heroic martyrdom. Both 
then and subsequently, regional councils pursued 
their own business and did not wait for Rome’s 
approval to deal with their own local disciplinary 
matters; furthermore, appeals to Rome, includ-
ing appeals from Christians in the East, stemmed 
from the universal conviction that Rome was a 
martyr church, not primarily that it had a legal 
or juridical claim. The identifi cation of Peter and 
Paul with Rome is a theological one, and their 
deaths there, their ultimate confession of faith, 
is the foundation of “apostolicity” in Orthodox 
Catholic Christianity, then, and now. (See J. E. 
Merdinger’s Rome and the African Church in 
the Time of Augustine for a good survey of the 
relationship of the African Church to Rome.)

Any “defi nition” of a “primacy” in the univer-
sal Church begins and ends as the Akathist Hymn 
does – addressing the “most glorious Apostles 

who laid down your lives for Christ and beautifi ed 
His pasture with your blood.” The defi nition of 
primacy must focus on who most closely resem-
bles the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for 
his sheep, as the Apostles and Martyrs did. That 
is why many Orthodox theologians have said that 
among the many accumulated titles now attached 
to the bishop of Rome, the most appropriate and 
theologically correct is also one of the most an-
cient: “the servant of the servants of God,” the 
title adopted by Pope Saint Gregory the Great, the 
Dialogist (590–604). 

What the continuing dialogues between the 
Orthodox and the separated bishop of Rome will 
eventually produce is known only to God. Within 
the Orthodox community itself, a universal honor 
of Saints Peter and Paul begins with our own ex-
amination of how we, both individually, and col-
lectively, centered on the Eucharist, refl ect, or fail 
to refl ect the confession of faith handed down 
from Peter and Paul with all the holy Apostles. 
If we are inclined to become dismayed at the ab-
sence of the original “fi rst see” from the Orthodox 
communion, or downhearted about the Primus 
who struggles to survive in semi-captivity in Is-
tanbul, or troubled by any absence of servant-
hood among bishops in North America, we should 
take heart. We have the witness of the Church’s 
own fi rst apostle – the stumbling, but always peni-
tent Peter who was willing to listen to the some-
times abrasive Paul, and who in the end fulfi lled 
the prophecy Christ made about his laying down 
his life to strengthen the faith of all the brethren. 
That peculiar charge of suffering servanthood is 
given to all the bishops of the Church, but it is not 
theirs to bear alone. We also, by virtue of our bap-
tism into the death and resurrection of Christ, are 
given the power by the Holy Spirit, whatever our 
calling in life, to be His witnesses and to rejoice in 
the communion of all the saints. 

Deacon Gregory Roeber
Professor of Early Modern History and Religious Studies

Department of History, Penn State University

1. For a succinct summary of the claim that Rome’s pri-
macy was either of divine origin (Pope Damasus’ Decretum 
Gelesianum) versus the claim that it was purely honorifi c in 
terms of the size and centrality of the imperial capital, see 
John Meyendorff, Imperial Unity and Christian Divisions: 
The Church 450-680 A.D. (St. Vladimir’s Seminary press, 
1989), 59-66.
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Monasticism:
The Angelic Evangelic Life

Almighty God has gifted Orthodox Christianity 
with monasticism. It is the “alternative lifestyle” of 
Orthodoxy to which some, but not all, are called. 
Many sources state that the monastic life is the 
angelic life. Going one step further, some sources 
even state that God has replaced the angelic ranks 
that fell with Satan with the men and women who 
have been called to the angelic (that is, monastic) life. 



When we think of monasticism, several images 
and ideas come to mind – such as monasteries, 
the prayer life, and asceticism. But what about 
evangelism? Does the angelic life have a connec-
tion with the evangelical life that we Orthodox 
Christians are supposed to be living daily (espe-
cially those of us in the “front lines” – in our par-
ishes and in the secular world)?

If we turn to the hymnography of the feast-
day of the Synaxis of the Angels (November 8), 
in particular to the stichera on “Lord, I call …” 
at Great Vespers, we get some surprising insights 
about the angelic life worthy of consideration and 
application in the monastic life.

The angelic life is one of worship. Stichera 6 
states:

As thou hast been manifested standing 
all resplendent, before the triluminary 
Godhead, O Michael, leader of hosts, 
thou dost shout rejoicing with the pow-
ers on high, “Holy Father! Holy Coeternal 
Word! Holy, Holy Spirit! One Glory and 
Sovereignty, one Nature, one Godhead, 
and one Power.”

We all share in the angelic life when we gather 
together and engage in the liturgical worship of 
the Church. Those of us who have not been called 
to the monastic life are kept busy with the every-
day activities of work, school, and family. It is a 
blessing to know that we have men and women 
in the Church who have dedicated themselves 
to a life of prayer and worship. As a result, the 
Church around the world at every hour of the day 
is praying ceaselessly (I Thess. 5:17), even when 
you and I cannot. How uplifting it is to know that, 
included in the ceaseless prayer life of our monas-
tics, are prayers for the welfare and growth of the 
Orthodox Church. 

The angelic life is one of obedience to God’s 
commands. Stichera 5 says:

Thou art of fi ery appearance and of won-
drous beauty, O Archangel Michael, tra-
versing the spaces with thine immortal 
nature, fulfi lling the commands of the 
All-creator, and known as powerful by 
thy might. Verily, thou hast made thy 
temple a fount of healing, honoured by 
thy sanctifi ed call.

Jesus Christ, our Creator, gave every one of us 
(monastic or not) an important commandment 
that we are all to obey. After His resurrection, He 
gathered His eleven disciples and spoke to them 
saying, “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 
28:19). All Christians know that commandment 
as the Great Commission. It is the call to evange-
lism given to the Apostolic Church that all Ortho-
dox Christians should strive to fulfi ll every day. If 
the angelic life is fulfi lling the commands of the 
Creator, then one component of the angelic life 
should be active involvement in the evangelical 
life of the Church. Monks are to be evangelists!

Continuing that same thought, Stichera 3 also 
speaks of the evangelical life:

Verily, the Intelligence before the ages 
hath appointed thee, by divine partaking, 
a second light lighting the whole universe, 
and revealing to us the truly divine mys-
tery, which is from eternity, namely that 
the Bodiless shall be incarnate in a virgin 
womb and become Man to save man. 

We see that God has appointed those living the 
angelic life to proclaim the mystery of the Incar-
nation and all that God has done in order to save 
man. Monastics are called to be lights; they are to 
illumine the whole universe with the good news 
of salvation. The angelic life should proclaim 
not just the incarnation, but all those things that 
have come to pass for us – the cross, the tomb, 
the resurrection on the third day, the ascension 
into heaven, the sitting at the right hand of God 
the Father, and the second and glorious coming. 
Imagine monastic communities in this country 
with the evangelical spirit of Sts. Cyril and Meth-
odius, St. Kosmas of Aitolia, and St. Herman of 
Alaska, who themselves were dedicated to ventur-
ing out amongst the people to bring them to the 
true faith.

The angelic life involves safeguarding the 
Church. Stichera 1 of the feast admonishes:

Demolish, O Gabriel, leader of hosts, 
the attacks of heretics, rising constant-
ly against thy fold. Heal the division of 
thy Church; still the tempest of count-
less temptations, and deliver from hard-
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ships and calamities those who eagerly 
celebrate thy memory, who hasten to the 
shadow of thy protection, O intercessor 
for our souls.

Too often we forget that Orthodoxy and Orthodox 
monasticism is lived out in the time and culture 
in which it fi nds itself. There is no “golden age” 
of Orthodoxy, nor is there any particular culture 
to which Orthodoxy aspires. The angelic life re-
quires one to be responsible for knowing the 
Truth and striving to preserve it unblemished so 
that it is worthy to pass on to all generations and 
all cultures. This requires monasticism (and Or-
thodoxy in general) to be free of fundamentalist 
tendencies and bizarre heretical teachings. These 
kinds of things do nothing but turn people away 
from the Orthodox faith and create scandal and 
division amongst the faithful. A Church divided 
against itself cannot bear witness to the unity of 
the faith, and thus cannot properly evangelize. Mo-
nasticism should be a defense against heresy and 
division, not a contributor to them. Monasticism 
should also be in the forefront of our struggle for 

Orthodox unity in this country – both administra-
tively and theologically – so that with one voice 
and one mind we may proclaim the Gospel.

Lastly, there are many other things that the 
“angelic life” of monasticism in America could do 
to benefi t the spread of Orthodoxy in this country. 
Through iconography, skilled American monastics 
could produce affordable, high-quality iconog-
raphy so that, as the faith grows, we can adorn 
homes, missions, and churches with “windows to 
heaven.” Through metallurgy, skilled American 
monastics could produce much-needed chalices 
and patens, candlesticks, baptismal fonts, and 
more, so that we would not have to rely on pricy 
imports. By making vestments, skilled American 
monastics could produce affordable, quality vest-
ments for a growing population of clergy needed 
to fi ll the ranks of a growing Church. Through 
translation, monastics could commit themselves 
to translating into English the vast numbers of 
patristic writings that still exist only in Greek, 
Latin, and Syriac. What a blessing to all of us 
this would be! Additionally, through woodwork-
ing, candle-making, teaching, scholarly works, 
liturgical texts, and other things too numerous to 
elaborate, we can see how much monasticism has 
to offer to the evangelical life of the Church in 
America.

In conclusion, we see that the angelic life – 
monasticism – can and should be an important 
component of the evangelical life of the Ortho-
dox Christian faith everywhere. Likewise, we see 
also that evangelism is a necessary component 
(among many) of the monastic life. We realize 
the importance of monasticism for the Church 
in America in promoting, guarding, and provid-
ing for the apostolic faith,. All of us should be 
praying for authentic monasticism in this coun-
try – praying for dedicated men and women who 
will adhere to the genuine teachings of the Ortho-
dox faith, be obedient to and supportive of our 
hierarchs, work harmoniously with our priests, 
and be dedicated to the Great Commission of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, in accordance with the angelic 
evangelic life.

Fr. Steven C. Salaris, Presbyter
All Saints of North America Antiochian Orthodox Mission

Maryland Heights, Missouri   
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For many years, Metropolitan PHILIP has had 
a vision that one day we would have a convent 
at Antiochian Village. With the arrival of Mother 
Alexandra, he has given the Antiochian Women a 
new challenge: the building of “The Convent of 
St. Thekla” at Antiochian Village.

Besides its monastic prayer life, a traditional 
convent has a presence among those living near-
by and in the local church communities. In this in-
stance, the Convent will be involved in the many 
ministries at Antiochian Village. The particular 
calling of the nuns will be to hospitality. 

Since the arrival of Mother Alexandra July 7, 
2009, much has transpired. She has prepared her 

home, located on the grounds of 
Antiochian Village, for monastic 
life so that, until the Convent is 
built, the nuns can retreat and 
pray. The home can accommo-
date up to three nuns, and the 

living room has been converted into a chapel. She 
has received three hundred e-mails from the faith-
ful of our Archdiocese, and many from women 
who are interested in the monastic life.

She has been very busy since she fi rst arrived. 
For example, she spent time with the children and 
staff at the Antiochian Village camp, attended the 
Archdiocese Convention, where many of us had 
the pleasure of meeting her, met with the Semi-
narians, and was present at Family Camp and the 
Board of Trustees Meeting in Houston, Texas, and 
so forth. 

In the community, Mother Alexandra has at-
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tended many ladies meetings, given a number of 
presentations and retreats, and attended many 
liturgies and other services at various Ortho-
dox parishes in Pennsylvania, New England and 
Florida. She is currently booked every weekend 
through Lent.

The location of the Convent will be near the 
Meditation Trail. As of February 1, 2010, both the 
Site Survey and the Environmental Impact Study 
have been completed and approved. With the 
completion of the Feasibility Report, the search 
for an architect to build the Convent is now un-
derway. This is such exciting news!

In addition to working for our project, the 
Antiochian Women also present scholarships to 
women who meet the qualifi cations and complete 
the application process.

Violet K. Robbat

Antiochian Women Scholarships: 

Scholarships are available to women who 
choose to continue their education to improve 
their circumstances and those of their families. 
To qualify, an applicant must

1.  be a woman over 25 years of age;
2.  be a member in good standing of the An-

tiochian Archdiocese;
3.  be actively involved in her parish;
4.  be applying for or registered in an aca-

demic or trade study program; and
5.  demonstrate fi nancial need.

Applications are available through the parish 
priest. The deadline for applications is June 1, 
2010. 

For more information, please go to www.an-
tiochianwomen.org, scroll down, and click on 
“Scholarships.” 

 Here is an additional and special way to give to the poor and hun-
gry and your friends at the same time throughout the year.

You can give your gifts to the hungry in honor of a loved one on 
any occasion such as a birthday, baptism, anniversary, thank you, 
retirement or any other special event. “A Gift from the Heart” is also 
a thoughtful memorial.

Please include this coupon along with your donation. We will send 
a personalized icon card to the person you designate to inform them 
of the gift you gave in their honor.

Send coupon and check to:
“Food For Hungry People”
c/o Robin Lynn Nicholas
4237 Dundee Drive
Los Angeles, CA 90027

Given by __________________________________________________

In Honor of _______________________________________________

Send card to _______________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

Gift Amount $__________________ (Please check one)
 ❑ Baptism ❑ Anniversary
 ❑ Christmas ❑ Thank you
 ❑ Retirement ❑ Memorial
 ❑ Birthday ❑ Other 

 Food for
Hungry People
Program
“A Gift from
the Heart”
Celebrate
by Giving

“A Gift from the Heart” is a gift to God, a gift to the  recipient, and a gift to the giver.

Women’s Month
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The Department
of Youth Ministries
Diocesan Youth Day in 
New England, 2010

A sunny winter Saturday in New England was 
the setting for the fi rst-ever Diocesan Youth Day. 
Over forty young people from parishes in the 
area, from fourth grade through high school, ar-
rived early at Saint George Cathedral in Worces-
ter, Massachusetts, for this inaugural event. The 
theme for the day (with a name – but only the 
name – borrowed from a video game) was “Call 
to Duty: Plan from God.” The day was structured 
to awaken the students to the many ways in which 
they can serve God and His Church.

Once everyone had donned their really cool “Di-
ocese of Worcester & New England Youth Day” 
T-shirts, they headed to the church where the 
fi rst item on the agenda was prayer. Everyone in-
volved with the event gathered in the nave of the 
church where Father Michael Abdelahad, Dean 
of the Cathedral, led the morning prayers. At the 
conclusion, Father Michael pointed out how sim-
ple it is to use the morning and evening prayers 
in the red service book and how daily prayer was 
an essential part of the plan from God.

After introductions, an explanation of the day’s 
schedule, and a promise that there wouldn’t be 
a dull moment, Archdeacon Seraphim Solof of 
Saint George Cathedral stepped up and capti-
vated his young audience. It was awesome, ev-
eryone listened, there were no distractions or cell 
phone interruptions – the day was off to a great 
start. 

Following the Archdeacon’s keynote there was 
a series of workshops, with each guy and gal 
choosing the ones they wanted to attend. One 
of these was “Icons in the Church,” led by Kh. 
Erin Kimmett from Saint George Norwood. Emily 
Howard, SOYO advisor in Norwood, led a session 
on holy bread-baking. Deacon Nicholas Belcher, 
from Holy Cross Seminary and Saint George 
Church of West Roxbury, gathered a group for a 
discussion of hot topics (a.k.a. Ask Abouna). The 
fi nal workshop was a liturgical “show and tell” led 
by Archdeacon Seraphim.

The formal part of the agenda concluded late in 
the morning with the guys and gals being divid-
ed up. Deacon Nick took the guys in the church 

where they chatted, while Elizabeth Lourie, the 
new Youth Director at Saint George in West Rox-
bury, met with the young ladies and talked about 
the many ways that they might serve God. 

Next up was a return to the kitchen for the holy 
bread-bakers – time to put the seal on the holy 
bread. They then caught up with the rest of 
the troops who were enjoying lunch – and who 
doesn’t enjoy pizza? The rest of the day was 
spent informally in groups, talking about life in 
the Church … and apparently even a basketball 
game broke out.

Youth Day was planned by Greg Abdalah, Direc-
tor of Youth and Family Ministries at the Cathe-
dral, and also the Teen SOYO Youth Director for 
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the diocese, along with Father Joseph Kimmett, 
Pastor of Saint George, Norwood, and Diocesan 
Teen SOYO Spiritual Advisor. Both were quite 
pleased with the excitement generated by the 
youth, the intensity of their interest and the posi-
tive feedback. One young man commented that 
next year he would make sure that more people 
from his church came along, “because this was 
much better than I ever imagined.”

This event was funded by the New England 
Council of Churches. The Council is made up of 
the pastors and representatives from each of the 
parishes in the diocese and the executive com-
mittee. George Matook, from Saint Mary in Paw-
tucket, Rhode Island, is current president. The 
Council was formed many years ago when the 
diocesan parishes purchased property in Wren-
tham, Massachusetts, to be developed for youth 
ministry. As the real estate market changed, the 
land was sold and the proceeds became an en-
dowment for youth work. While the Council waits 
for the money to grow, some of the interest has 
been designated for current projects, such as 
Youth Day.

Fr. Joseph Kimmett, 
Diocese of Worcester and New England SOYO

Spiritual Advisor

2010 Youth Worker  Camping Conference

With our busy schedules, opportunities to at-
tend an educational conference are few and far 
between. Thankfully, I was able to enjoy one of 
those opportunities with the Annual Orthodox 
Christian Camp and Youth Workers Conference in 
Baltimore, Maryland. This wonderful conference 
featured fantastic speakers and good occasions 
for prayer and fellowship with our brothers and 
sisters from around Orthodox America. Those 
participating included youth workers and camp 

directors from our own Antiochian Archdiocese, 
as well as those from the Orthodox Church of 
America and the Ukrainian, Greek, and Armenian 
Orthodox Archdioceses.

Throughout the weekend, Fr. Michael Nasser, the 
keynote speaker, helped all of us really to think 
about “Conveying the Gospel in the 21st Centu-
ry.” With all that young people have before them, 
this can prove everyday to be a daunting task. Fr. 
Michael laid out twelve steps that we can follow 
in order to combat the chaos in our own lives and 
help teens and young adults do the same. Fr. An-
thony Yazge gave us practical tips on organizing 
the world’s chaos through mission statements, 
network-building, and focusing on our personal 
lives. Katrina Bitar gave a presentation on Y.E.S., 
a ministry that leads young people to work with 
the poor and needy in their own hometowns. In 
a nutshell, the key virtue presented was that of 
humility. In order for any of us to minister to any 
age group in the 21st century, we fi rst must be 
willing to humble ourselves, ask for the strength 
of Christ, and teach by living a Christian lifestyle 
every day.

Thanks must be given to the Order of St. Ignatius, 
the Department of Camping and the Depart-
ment of Youth Ministries for their fi nancial sup-
port that allowed me and many of the Spiritual 
Advisors and Youth Directors from around the 
Archdiocese to participate in this much-needed 
conference. It was a great opportunity to share 
ideas with youth workers from all over Orthodox 
America on how we might properly convey the 
Gospel in the 21st century.

Fr. Philip Rogers
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Teen SOYO Launches Good Samaritan 
Project in the Diocese of Miami 

In the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus tells 
us the importance of service to our fellow man. 
In this story a priest and a Levite both neglect a 
robbed man lying on the road. The man is even-
tually helped by a Samaritan, a very unlikely can-
didate, since Samaritans and Jews did not speak 
to one another at that time. Jesus told this par-
able because a man asked Him how to enter the 
kingdom of heaven. Christ reminds us that what 
we do for others has an effect on our salvation. 
This stands as a reminder to us, that no matter 
what our status in life, we need to help others.

To encourage teens across the Archdiocese to 
involve themselves further in community service, 
The Good Samaritan Project was established and 
provides opportunities for teens to work with their 
fellow SOYO members and advisors in their local 
area to meet the needs of their community. SOYO 
strives to bring the youth of the church together 
in the Orthodox faith through Worship, Witness, 
Service, and Fellowship. SOYO has always had a 
heart for the needy, as can be seen by its work 
with Special Olympics and Orthodox Youth Out-
reach, now known as Y.E.S. (Youth Equipped to 
Serve), as well as its work in soup kitchens, shel-
ters, nursing homes and the like. To increase its 
effort and ministry to those in need, the Diocese 
of Miami and the Southeast Teen SOYO intro-
duced its new humanitarian project called “The 
Good Samaritan Project.” As a pilot of this pro-
gram for the North American Council of SOYO, 
teens will begin documenting the good works 
they do and sharing that work in scrapbooks in 
hopes that other SOYO and Church members 
will emulate them.  

SOYO’s ultimate goal is to bring “The Good 
Samaritan Project” to youth across the Archdio-

cese.  This effort will assist and inspire teens to 
reach out to the needs of the local community.  
The Good Samaritan Project will help ensure that 
each Parish SOYO chapter fulfi lls the SOYO plat-
form of service to others in Christ, as well as help 
strengthen struggling and developing chapters 
as they grow and build relationships through our 
Orthodox faith.  Through humanitarian work in 
our communities and improving the lives of oth-
ers we share the love of Christ with others.  

The Program works by each SOYO chapter partic-
ipating in a humanitarian project in its own com-
munity.  Projects vary from community to com-
munity based on local needs and are the choice 
of each participating SOYO chapter.  Once the 
humanitarian project is complete, each chapter 
is to decorate scrapbook pages with pictures and 
notes.  The pages will represent each individual 
project and should refl ect the impact the teens 
had upon those they were serving as well as how 
they themselves were inspired.  In the end, the 
pages will be combined with other chapters to 
create one large diocesan “Good Samaritan 
Project” scrapbook to share with all chapters of 
the diocese as a way to inspire others to good 
works. 

More information is available on the Web at www.
antiochian.org/GS.
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Discussion GuidesStudy Guides

Podcast Episodes Find more studies and podcasts at orthodoxresource.com

www.worshipandyou.com
Do you want to deepen your worship of God, and take the trans-
forming power of that experience with you into your daily life? If 
so, you’ll want to participate in WORSHIP & YOU, the exciting 
new multimedia study for Orthodox Christian teens and adults 
from Jason Barker and Ancient Faith Radio.

You can download study guides examining how you can grow 
in your worship of God, discussion guides, and podcast epi-
sodes.  These free resources are available in two versions: one 
for teens, and another for adults.

The study is perfect for individuals, Teen SOYO groups, and 
adult study groups. It’s also great for homeschools and family 
devotionals.

WORSHIP & YOU is a production of Ancient Faith Radio and 
the Department of Youth Ministry.

Department of Youth Ministries

Diocese of Miami and the Southeast 
Humanitarian Event during the January 
2010 Delegates Meeting 

During the weekend of Saturday, January 23, 
2010, I attended the Diocese of Miami Teen SOYO 
delegates’ meeting with others from Antiochian 
parishes in the Diocese of Miami and the South-

east. The del-
egates’ meet-
ings involve us 
in group discus-
sions, a humani-
tarian project, 
and visiting with 
our life-long 
friends who 
share our faith.

For our humani-
tarian project 
this year, we 
went to a reha-
bilitation center 
to socialize and 
serve lunch to 
the clients in 

the St Petersburg area. I had a very life-affecting 
talk with one of the woman I met at the center. 
Her name is Sandra and she had just turned 51 
the day before. She shared her story from start to 
fi nish. She told me that she was a few years away 
from becoming a writer. She had gotten off track, 
however, which led to her bouncing in and out 
of court and rehab centers. She told me that this 
was the fi rst time that she had gone to a rehab 
center voluntarily.

Listening to someone who has been through 

so much, and who was still struggling, was very 
motivating. I found it more effective to hear 
her say, “Don’t do drugs, don’t get into drink-
ing too much,” rather than to listen to someone 
who hasn’t been through it tell me that and just 
preach about it.

Sandra and I talked for quite some time. Near the 
end of our conversation, she asked me a question 
I never expected to hear. “I’m very nervous ask-
ing you this,” she said, “but, in your church, do 
you believe that Jesus is your Savior?” I replied, 
“Yes, we do.” She followed with “Would you be 
willing to pray with me? I want to accept Him into 
my own heart.” I was stunned after I heard this. 
I then explained that I could ask Fr. Philip Rog-
ers to come and talk to her and pray with her. 
Of course, Father agreed and they began talking 
and praying.

 Afterwards, Sandra came up to me and asked, 
“Can I hug you?” I answered, “Of course,” and 
hugged her back. Then she said, “You have 
honestly changed my life and I can’t thank you 
enough.” I held it together long enough until af-
ter she gave me two more hugs and walked away. 
I turned around and immediately started crying. I 
felt so blessed to have had this opportunity.

Later that day, all the teens, our diocesan Youth 
Director, Joel Finley, and diocesan Spiritual Advi-
sor, Fr. Philip, were all sitting in a circle on the 
church lawn. Joel asked if anyone would like to 
share anything special that had happened during 
our time at the rehab center. I slowly started shar-
ing my story, when Fr. Philip added something that 
Sandra had said to him during their talk. Sandra 
told him, “I have never had that desire for Christ 
until those girls came up and talked to me.” I was 
even more touched to hear this. I don’t think, 

however, that Sandra 
knew that she too had 
affected my life. I feel 
so blessed to have had 
this experience of God 
working through me, 
to guide someone to 
Christ. I am very, very 
thankful for this and will 
never forget Sandra 
and our humanitarian 
outreach experience.

Rebecca Parsons is a mem-
ber and delegate of Teen 

SOYO at St.  Ignatius Church, 
 Franklin, Tennessee.



Weeks of freezing temperatures and snow often 
make one think of a hot summer day. I just remi-
nisce on my time in Palm Desert, California, when 
I was attending the Archdiocese Convention. Yet, 
as I think about the desert, I recall that the heat 
was unbearable; unless you were in the pool, it 
was too hot to be in the sun. I do recall, however, 
a pleasantly warm feeling that had nothing to do 
with the climate, but with a conversation.

I was sitting in the lobby outside one of the 
ballrooms during a hafl i, when a hotel employee 
asked me why I wasn’t dancing. I responded that 
the event was winding down and I was simply 
resting. We began talking and she told me that 
she enjoyed listening to the church services. She 
proceeded to tell me that the entire hotel staff was 
being abnormally nice to each other that week, 
which she attributed to our presence (though per-
haps it was the Holy Spirit’s presence). She men-
tioned that she was raised Catholic, but was not 
currently practicing her faith. She was very in-
quisitive about the Orthodox Church and was in-
terested in what I was telling her about our faith. 
Without me realizing it, I was evangelizing.

The Fellowship of St. John the Divine is a simi-
lar story. Although your parish may not have an 
active chapter, you are in one way or another per-
forming the works of the Fellowship. Three focus 
areas of the Fellowship are

1.  Unity –  Is your parish involved with pan-Ortho-
dox events?

2.  Missions, Outreach, and Evangelism – Does 
your parish support any local or foreign mis-
sionary work? Do you reach out to the local 
community?

3.  Spiritual Renewal – Does your parish have a 
Bible study or a book club? Does your parish 
have a discussion following a mid-week ser-
vice?

Can your parish answer Yes to any of the ques-
tions above? If so, then you have a Fellowship 
group. There are many more examples of the Fel-
lowship’s activity. Would you like your parish to be 

active in the community or renewing its spiritual 
life? It doesn’t matter whether you are one person 
or a group of twenty. Ask your parish priest how 
the Fellowship can get involved, because your 
diocese is available for guidance and resources. 
The goal of the Fellowship is to strengthen your 
parish’s commitment to Christ.

Review of 2009 Eastern Dioceses Events
Our Spring Delegates Meeting was hosted by St. 
Nicholas Orthodox Church in Bridgeport, Con-
necticut, the weekend of April 24–26. We were 
blessed with beautiful Spring weather that al-
lowed us to have our meeting outside, providing a 
welcome change in atmosphere.

The 2009 Eastern Dioceses Parish Life con-
ference was hosted by the Church of the Virgin 
Mary in Yonkers, New York. We were blessed to 
have both His Eminence Metropolitan PHILIP 
and His Grace Bishop THOMAS preside over the 
conference this year. We were entertained by one 
of the top-rated Elvis impersonators in the coun-
try (who happens to be a parishioner of the host 
parish) and by talent displayed by our own “An-
tiochian Idols.” Spiritual highlights included won-
derful participation in the Bible Bowl by twenty-
four teams, and eighteen teens in the Oratorical 
festival.
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Our Fall Delegates Meeting was held at the Antiochian 
Village the weekend of November 13–15, 2009. In the past, 
business meetings occupied almost a whole day on Satur-
day. It was decided for this gathering, however, to limit the 
business meetings to the morning session and to have a re-
treat-style format with a speaker for the afternoon session. 
Mother Alexandra, Abbess of St. Thekla’s Convent at the 
Antiochian Village, gave a captivating presentation entitled, 
“The Beauty of Inconvenience and Doing God’s Will.” 

Upcoming 2010 Eastern Dioceses Events
We look forward to upcoming events this year within the 
Eastern Dioceses. Our Spring Delegates Meeting will be 
hosted by St. Stephen the Protomartyr Church in South 
Plainfi eld, New Jersey, the weekend of April 16–18. St. 
George Church in Allentown, Pennsylvania, is hosting this 
year’s 59th Parish Life Conference from June 30th through 
July 4th, at which both His Eminence Metropolitan PHILIP 
and His Grace Bishop THOMAS will preside.

Damian George, President
Eastern Dioceses Fellowship of St. John the Divine

(The Diocese of New York and Washington, D.C., and the Diocese 
of Charleston, Oakland, and the Mid-Atlantic)

Parish Life Conference 
Diocese of Miami and the Southeast 

Jacksonville, Florida 

June 16–20, 2010 

Hosted by
St. George Antiochian Orthodox Church 

Presiding Hierarch:
His Grace Bishop ANTOUN 

Hotel Reservations: Jacksonville Marriott 
4670 Salisbury Road

Jacksonville, Florida 32256 
Telephone: (904) 296-2222
Toll-free: 1-800-228-9290 
www.Marriott.com/JAXFL

For more information, please visit our 
church Web site: www.JaxOrthodox.org

Holy Resurrection
Antiochian

Orthodox Church

cordially invites you to

Tucson, AZ
for the

55th Annual
Diocese of

Los Angeles and the West
Parish Life Conference
June 30 – July 4, 2010

at the beautiful

JW Marriot
Starr Pass

Resort and Spa

Questions? Call our info line at 520-344-4123
or visit our Web site http://www.plc2010tucson.org/

Fellowship Footnotes



9/11, Hurricane Katrina: these events will be 
etched forever in our minds. It was a time when 
individuals reached out with Christian love to heal 
the nation. During those days, we forgot our ca-
reers, our money problems, and focused on those 
in need. But just as quickly, we went back to our 
careers, our money problems, and focused again 
on ourselves. Where does Christ go, after the 
smoke clears? Does it take a catastrophe to open 
our hearts and change the way we live our lives? 
“Be mindful, oh Lord, of those who bear fruit 
and do good works in thy Holy Churches, and 
who remember the poor” (from the anaphora of 
Saint Basil the Great and St. John Chrysostom).

Who are those people we commemorate, who 
do good works and remember the poor? Are we 
counted worthy? Too often, we measure our self-
worth based on our income, the college we at-
tend, the house we own, our circle of friends. But 
Christ calls us to be perfect in Him by following 
His teachings, to bear fruit and serve others, 
each and every day! How? What gifts do I have 
to offer? To consider these questions, we must lay 
aside our earthly cares and trust in Christ. Soci-
ety teaches us to succeed in the world by helping 
ourselves. Christ teaches us to succeed by help-
ing others.

As a diabetic, to stay healthy, I must eat, see 
the doctor, check my sugar, and take insulin. If 
I were to forget even one step, I would go into 
a diabetic coma. To stay spiritually healthy, we 
must fast, pray, worship, and give. If we were to 
do everything, but did not give, we would go into 
a spiritual coma. Faith without works is dead. St. 
John Chrysostom said, 

“Lift up and stretch out your hands, not to 
heaven, but to the poor; for if you stretch 
forth your hands to the poor, you have 
reached the summit of heaven; but if you 
lift up your hands in prayer without shar-
ing with the poor, it is worth nothing.”

In Matthew 19:21, Christ tells the rich young 
man to give his possessions to the poor and then 
follow Him. The Orthodox Study Bible explains,

“to be perfect, one must willingly sacrifi ce 
all and follow Christ.” … “For we are His 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for 
good works, which God prepared before-
hand that we should walk in them” (Ephe-
sians 2:10). 

Christ is the foundation for every good work. 
We pray, “for every good and perfect gift is from 
above and comes down from Thee, the Father of 
lights.” St. Ignatius wrote, “It is fi tting, then, not 
just to be called Christians, but to be such.” 
Christianity requires action.

How much are we willing to sacrifi ce for 
Christ? Recently, a young woman from our parish 
lost her apartment building in a fi re. Hundreds 
were homeless. A young man living nearby heard 
about the fi re on the news. He was so touched, he 
decided to move back home, give up his apart-
ment, and let her move into it. When she moved 
in, she discovered he had left everything behind! 
The towels, dishes, furniture, everything! He 
walked away from his worldly possessions to fol-
low Christ. Would we, as Orthodox Christians, do 
the same?

What, you may ask, can I do? Of course, not 
everyone has an apartment to list. There are oth-
er ways an Orthodox Christian is called to serve, 
such as, charitable giving, service work, or sim-
ply actions. Charitable giving requires us to sac-
rifi ce meaningfully, not just from what we don’t 
need, but also from what we need. From those 
who have been given much, much is required, for 
our riches are gifts from God. It’s easy to say, I 
can’t afford to give; the economy is bad; I should 
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save it. This is an excuse. I hesitate to put one dol-
lar in the Food For Hungry People box, but don’t 
hesitate to buy the fi ve-dollar foot long! We must 
open our eyes to the needs all around us. When we 
give sacrifi cially, our gifts will multiply as did the 
loaves in the feeding of the fi ve thousand. But our 
works cannot end with just a single gift. We must 
also give through service. This work requires us 
to put aside our physical comfort to feed the sick, 
clothe the naked, and visit the imprisoned.

For college students, the Orthodox Christian 
Fellowship offers a trip called Real Break. It pro-
vides them an opportunity to put Christ fi rst by 
helping others less fortunate than themselves. 
For those who participate, the experience is life-
changing. They can continue the transformation 
when they return to school, with simple acts of 
kindness. In our busy lives, do we stop to notice 
the person in the next pew or the new offi ce, do 
we speak a kind work to our neighbor? There are 
those all around us whose lives can be changed by 
a single act of kindness, if only we notice. There 
is a story of an elderly man who lost his wife. A 
four-year-old boy saw him sitting alone, crying, 
and he climbed onto the gentleman’s lap. The 
boy’s mother asked, “What did you say to the old 
man?” The boy answered, “Nothing. I just helped 

him cry.” St. Theodore the Great said, 

“Even if you have only bread and water, 
with these you can still meet the dues of 
hospitality. Even if you have not these, but 
simply make the stranger welcome and of-
fer him a word of encouragement, you will 
not be failing in hospitality.”

We are called to do good works and infl uence 
others by our actions. St. Ignatius wrote, “The 
tree is manifest from its fruits.” The Church is 
a tree. We are the branches. Using our gifts to 
bear fruit, we can inspire others to use their gifts 
to keep the tree alive. In Hebrews, St. Paul calls 
us to be a cloud of witnesses. Like the saints, we 
must be people of faith, charity, and forgiveness. 
They used their gifts to proclaim the Faith and 
spread Orthodoxy to the world. Writing is my gift. 
As a writer, I want to infl uence people with my 
words, but without the support of those around 
me, those who take the time to care, I would lack 
the confi dence to express myself. Since the time I 
began public speaking, a parishioner has encour-
aged me, supported me, taking her time to care, 
making me realize that I could make a differ-
ence. Because of her, I felt compelled to continue, 
speaking my heart on issues of the Faith. I pray 
that one day, perhaps today, my words will inspire 
someone to use their gifts to bear fruit, and be a 
witness to the Faith.

After 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina, our Christi-
anity poured out to the victims. Then, it was life 
as usual. Christ must be the center of our lives. 
We must live each day as though it were a time 
of great need, because each day there are people 
in great need. As an Orthodox Christian, I know 
that my success comes, not from worldly posses-
sions, but from a relationship with Christ. If we 
are connected to our Faith, we can change the 
world one act at a time. If we live as Christ taught 
by bearing fruit, doing good works, and remem-
bering the poor, we will continue to grow in the 
Faith, just like the living tree, being transfi gured 
fi rst ourselves, and then transfi guring the world, 
for we are all connected under one Faith. This is 
the Faith of the Apostles. This is the Faith of the 
Fathers. This is the Faith of the Orthodox. This is 
the Faith which has established the Universe.

Abbey Luebke
Diocese of Toledo and the Midwest
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Elevations

ATCHISON, Father John, to the dignity of Arch-
priest, by Bishop ANTOUN at St. Nicholas Mis-
sion, Springdale, Arizona, on December 6, 2009.

CARILLO, Father John, to the dignity of Archpriest, 
by Bishop JOSEPH at St. Athanasius Church in 
Goleta, California, on January 10, 2010. 

Ordinations

FRIZELLE, Thomas, to the holy diaconate, by 
Bishop JOSEPH at St. John Cathedral in Eagle 
River, Alaska, on December 25, 2009.

MACKOUL, Deacon James, to the holy priest-
hood, by Bishop THOMAS at the Chapel of St. Ig-
natius, Antiochian Village, on January 17, 2010. 
Fr. James is currently continuing his studies at 
Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology 
in Brookline, Massachusetts.

EL-MURR, Deacon Jean, to the holy priesthood, 
by Bishop ALEXANDER at St. George Church, 
Montreal, Canada, on December 13, 2009.

Donations to The WORD 
January 2010

Mr. and Mrs. William J. Nassir $3,000
Khouria Janet David $500
     In Memory of V. Rev. Samuel David
Mrs. Gloria El-Khouri $100
Fuad and Amal Hajjar M.D.s $200
Mrs. Dorothy Skaff $25
Mrs. Alice R. Hajjar $100
Ms. Helen S. Fackre $15
Oscar Salloum $25
Mtanios and Hind Koussa $50
The Salems $100
Dn. Andrew and Alexis Cross $100
Al and Marlene Mamary $250
Antoine Massoud $100
Gordon and Lucy Ayoub $30
Douglas and Vicki Ayoub $30
Bobby and Christine Sheeno $30
Mr. and Mrs. Albert Nassra $35
Sandra Arida $20
Osette Sawiris $25

C. Owen Johnson $25
Mr. and Mrs. Carlos Moran $25
Daher Daher $25
Michael Wallace $50
Charles D. Shaheen $50
Jacqueline Larsen $30
Nabil Barbari $50
Mr. Charles Slemon $80

Archdiocesan Offi ce

V. REV. GEORGE ALBERTS 

 1.  I CORINTHIANS 11:23-32; MATTHEW 26:2-27:2 (FAST)
 2. I CORINTHIANS 1:18-2:2; MATTHEW 27:1-61 (FAST)
  HOLY FRIDAY 
 3. ROMANS 6:3-11; MATTHEW 28:1-20 (FAST)
 4. ACTS 1:1-8; JOHN 1:1-17
  HOLY PASCHA 
 5. ACTS 1:12-17, 21-26; JOHN 1:18-28 
 6. ACTS 2:14-21; LUKE 4:12-35 
 7. ACTS 2:22-36; JOHN 1:35-51 
 8. ACTS 2:38-43; JOHN 3:1-5 
 9. PHILIPPIANS 2:5-11; LUKE 10:38-42, 11-27:28 
 10. ACTS 3:11-16; JOHN 3:22-33 
 11. ACTS 5:12-20; JOHN 20:18-31 
 12. ACTS 3:19-26; JOHN 2:1-11
 13. ACTS 4:1-10; JOHN 3:16-21 
 14. ACTS 4;13-22; JOHN 5:17-24 
 15. ACTS 4:23-31; JOHN 5:24-30 
 16. ACTS 5:1-11; JOHN 5:30-6:2 
 17. ACTS 5:21-33; JOHN 6:14-27 
 18. ACTS 6:1-7; MARK 15:43-16:8 
 19. ACTS 6:8-7:5, 47-60; JOHN 4:46-54 
 20. ACTS 8:5-17; JOHN 6:27-33
 21. ACTS 8:18-25; JOHN 6:35-39
 22. ACTS 8:26-39; JOHN 6:40-44 
 23. ACTS 12:1-11; JOHN 15:17-16:2 
 24. ACTS 9:20-31; JOHN 15:17-16:2
 25. I PETER 5:6-13; JOHN 5:15
 26. ACTS 10:1-16; JOHN 6:56-69 
 27. ACTS 10:21-33; JOHN 7:1-13
 28. ACTS 14:6-18; JOHN 7:14-30
 29. ACTS 10:34-43; JOHN 8:12-20
 30. ACTS 10:44-11:10; JOHN 8:21-30

DAILY 
DEVOTIONS

APRIL 2010



Fr. Jack Norman Sparks
1928 – 2010 

On Monday, February 8, 
2010, we lost and heaven gained 
an invincible warrior for Christ, 
V. Rev. Jack Norman Sparks. He 
was 81 years old, and leaves be-
hind his devoted wife Esther and 
four children: Stephen, Robert, 
Ruth and Jonathan.

I have known Fr. Jack almost 
all my adult life, starting in the 
1960s in Campus Crusade for 
Christ. He was an indispensable 
player from the outset of our 
journey to the ancient faith in 
the early 1970s – the true radi-
cal amongst us. “What do you 
mean, ‘This is hard’?” he would 
respond to us. “Of course it’s 

hard. But 
if Or-
t h o d ox 
C h r i s -
t i a n -
ity is the 
truth, it 
doesn’ t 
mat ter ! 
Let’s go 
for it.” 
He was 
also our 
m a s t e r 

of research as we together dis-
covered the early Church.

Just a week ago before this 
writing, February 1, I had a de-
lightful hour-long visit with Fr. 
Jack at the nursing-home facil-
ity where he lived in Eagle Riv-
er, Alaska. As we paged through 
a picture album of the past 30 
years, he commented on two 

realities: (1) how eager he was 
awaiting his entrance into the 
Eternal Kingdom of God; and 
(2) how thankful he was we had 
entered the Orthodox Church. 
“We made it through the door!” 
he exclaimed. “I’m so grateful 
that through the tough and dis-
couraging days, we didn’t quit. 
We made it in the door.”

Our entrance through that 
door came on Sunday, Febru-
ary 8, 1987, the day of his (and 
our) chrismation and ordination 
to the deaconate at the hand 
of His Eminence, Metropolitan 
PHILIP. How ironic that twenty-
three years later, Fr. Jack en-
tered through a door again on 
the same day, this time February 
8, 2010, to meet his Lord and 
King Jesus Christ.

Fr. Jack was born in Leba-
non, Indiana, on December 3, 
1928. He received his under-
graduate degree from Purdue 
University and his Ph.D. from 
the University of Iowa. After a 
career in higher education and 
on the staff of Campus Crusade 
for Christ, he moved his fam-
ily to Berkeley, California, and 
founded and directed the Chris-
tian World Liberation Front 
(CWLF), a movement described 
by Billy Graham as the most ef-
fective effort to bring the Gos-
pel to the American counter-
culture.

As an Orthodox priest, Fr. 
Jack served as dean of the St. 
Athanasius Academy of Ortho-
dox Theology, authored numer-
ous books and articles, and was 

pivotal in the preparation and 
oversight of the renowned Or-
thodox Study Bible published 
by Thomas Nelson, Inc. May his 
memory be eternal.

    
    

Father Peter Gillquist

9th Annual Pan-Orthodox 
Women’s Retreat 

The ninth annual Pan-Ortho-
dox Women’s Retreat was held 
September 18–20 at Ethnios 
Retreat Centre, Calgary, Al-
berta, Canada. Seventy women 
attended from three western 
provinces. The retreat began 
with Vespers on Friday evening, 
led by Fr. Larry Reinheimer.

After several attempts on our 
part, it was fi nally His timing for 
us to meet our guest speaker, 
Khouria Christina Reimann. 
She had been invited at least 
twice before, but was unable to 
come because of the births of 
her two daughters, now aged 
9 and 6. She and her husband, 
Fr. John, serve at St. Anthony’s 
in LaJolla, California. She came 
to us with a well-rounded back-
ground in various ministries, 
and academic accomplishments 
in Education and Theology, and 
Psychology (B.A., M.Ed., M.A.). 
Her chosen theme was “Carry-
ing the Cross: Living Daily in 
the Presence of God.” Her pre-
sentation style was interactive, 
so we had many question-and-
answer periods.

Khouria Christina began 
by presenting us with various 
Scriptures and examples of the 
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Fr. Jack Sparks, second 
from left, along with 
life-long co-laborers 
(l to r.) Fr. Gordon 
Walker, Fr. Jon Braun, 
Fr. Peter Gillquist.

Communities in Action



power of the cross. She re-
minded us that, as Orthodox 
Christians, “we should get 
used to being uncomfortable,” 
as our Western culture sees 
no value in suffering and the 
cross. In the church, however, 
as newborn babies our lives 
begin with baptism. She went 
on to enumerate to us all the 
prayers of baptism, and how 
many times we are covered with 
the sign and power of the cross. 
In this way we are set aside for 
holiness, and the good news is 
that we each have been given 
crosses to bear.

In the following sessions she 
spoke of the history of the cross, 
the centrality of the cross, and 
the theology of the cross. She 
identifi ed for us the difference 
between an external and an in-
ternal cross, even though they 
are intrinsically intertwined. 

Our external crosses are 
those sufferings imposed on 
us from outside of ourselves; 
for example, life circumstances 
(fallen world), our genealogy, 
our psychosomatic structure, 
genetic characteristics, and our 
inherited sins (alcoholism, in-
cest, and so forth).

Our interior crosses are our 
reactions that occur internally 
due to our exterior crosses. 
They are the thoughts, memo-
ries, feelings, and passions that 
make up who we are. They are 
the way we deal with the reali-
ties into which we were born.

In the ensuing sessions we 
were encouraged with the good 
news that as we embrace our 
crosses and carry them, with 
God’s help, we will be healed. 

Our crosses always lead to 
good and salvation. We bear our 
crosses to be healed, and can 
then bear more crosses.

She also instructed us that in 
our loving relationships we are 
often tempted to relieve others 
of their crosses. As much as we 
want to do that, our role is to 
suffer with them, love them, and 
help them to embrace their own 
cross, and thus fi nd healing.

We were challenged and 
blessed, blessed by good teach-
ing and great fellowship. We 
made many new friends during 
our free time. We were blessed 
by beautiful scenery, and even 
the deer came to greet us when 
we fi rst arrived. We had great 
meals and excellent service 
provided by the staff of Ethnios 
Retreat Centre. We would like 
to thank Khouria Christina Rei-

mann for giving of herself. We 
want to thank the committee 
Presbytera Myra Reinheimer, 
Shirley Din, Ghada Zaideh, Joan 
Popowich, and Catherine Bull, 
for all their hard work. We were 
also blessed by the services 
of many priests, and we thank 
them: Fr. Richard Rene, St. 
Aiden, Cranbrook, British Co-
lumbia (OCA); Fr. Ibraham Cha-
houd, Church of Annunciation, 
Calgary, Alberta (Antiochian); 
Fr. Timothy Chropko, St. Vladi-
mir, Calgary, Alberta (Ukrai-
nian); Fr. Larry Reinheimer, St. 
Peter the Aleut, Calgary, Alberta 
(OCA); and Fr. Taras Krochak, 
St. Vladimir, Calgary, Alberta 
(Ukrainian).

The next Orthodox Women’s 
Retreat, God willing, will be Sep-
tember 17, 18 and 19, 2010.



She never gets to be a real parishioner, because she is the 
priest’s wife. If she supports what her husband is trying 
to accomplish when the parish resists, it’s just because 
she’s his wife, not because what he is trying to do just 
may be good for the community. If she dresses too nicely, 
then she’s ostentatious. If she has opinions, she often 
isn’t welcome to express them because she hasn’t lived in 
that parish long enough (that is, less than forever). She 
can’t get too close to anyone in the parish, lest she be ac-
cused of playing favorites. And she should never say any-
thing she doesn’t want disseminated on the parish gossip 
line and twisted a little more each time it is repeated. The 
people she has been close to her in her life probably don’t 
live anywhere near her. Despite kind-hearted people in 
the parish, her support system is more than likely pretty 
small and far away. Living this life can be a struggle on 
many levels. The most basic: how is the wife of the priest 
to be and become what God created her to be?

Clergy Wives

When we look at the people who make 
up a parish family, we can usually iden-
tify individuals and persons fi lling certain 
positions: the priest, the parish council 
members, choir director, singers, ladies 
who anchor the kitchen, Church School 
director and teachers, the ushers, and as-
sorted others. They all seem to have some 
defi ned role, often set out in by-laws or 
programs of their organization, or some-
times just defi ned by “tradition” in the 
parish. There is one person in the parish, 
however, who is in the very diffi cult situa-
tion of not being sure of where she fi ts in, 
and no shortage of others in the communi-
ty feeling they can or should tell her what 
she should be doing: the priest’s wife.

A Spiritual Oasis: 
The Clergy Wives Weekend
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There is someone else in the parish in an interest-
ing position: the deacon’s wife. For permanent dea-
cons, many are ordained in a community where they 
have been members for a long time. Their families 
are usually more a part of the fabric of that parish. 
But something changes when he becomes a deacon. 
There are certain expectations sometimes, even if 
they are not exactly expressed. Deacons are part of 
our “higher clergy,” but what that means is not al-
ways clear. It does seem to mean he will be more 
involved than ever, busier with church life, at home 
less after he fi nishes work at his regular job. There 
is an impact on the family’s life, often borne by the 
deacon’s wife. She’s now a clergy wife, but some-
times with even less of an idea of what that means 
than the priest’s wife.

A woman who understood the joy and the strug-
gles of this life was Khouria Joanne Abdalah. Her 
life at the side of Fr. John had shown her that fi rst 
hand. Her training and career in counseling also 
brought her into contact with many others who 
shared that life in the Church. That is why her death 
in May 2008 left a void in the lives of those beyond 
her husband and children. But knowing how many 
clergy wives Joanne touched in the ministry of her 
life, Kh. Joanne’s son Joe wanted to fi nd a way to 
honor his mother’s memory by doing something for 
them. Other clergy wives who had known Joanne 
also wanted to do something in her memory. From 
this was born the fi rst annual Clergy Wives Week-
end last November at Antiochian Village. Wives of 
priests, deacons and seminarians from 17 states and 
1 Canadian province gathered to hear speakers and 
to share prayer and fellowship at a weekend event 
dedicated to the memory of Khouria Joanne. Beauti-
ful Fall weather greeted approximately 70 wives of 
clergy from at least six Orthodox jurisdictions the 
weekend of November 5–7. It proved a most fi tting 
and successful tribute, and a truly refreshing time for 
the women who were there!

The Weekend began Friday night with a relaxed 
and cozy evening in the Lodge at the Village camp, 
with dinner, snacks, and a log fi re. On Saturday 
morning the day began most fi ttingly with every-
one gathered in the camp church for Divine Liturgy 
celebrating the feast of Saint Raphael of Brooklyn, 
whose shrine could be seen out the church window. 

Mother Christophora, abbess of the Monastery of 
the Holy Transfi guration in Ellwood City, Pennsylva-
nia, was the Weekend’s fi rst speaker. She recalled her 

friendship with Kh. Joanne, and with wit and compas-
sion acknowledged her listeners’ special calling, even 
making humorous mention of the Weekend’s theme: 
“How To Be a Clergy Wife and Still Go to Heaven.” 
There are unique challenges for a clergy wife, but 
everyone has challenges in life. It is in learning to un-
derstand them and face them that we can begin the 
journey to heaven. But she also posed the question, 
“Where is heaven?” Knowing that our experience of 
heaven – communion with God – should be present 
now, in reality being in heaven begins now with the 
relationship with God we cultivate in prayer.

Drawing on the wisdom of St. Anthony, the found-
er of anchorite monasticism, she reminded us that 
trying to pray as we are told to do “unceasingly” is 
most diffi cult. Often we are “dry” when we try to 
pray, and we just don’t know what to say or how to 
say it. St Anthony encouraged praying some, then 
doing work. Then return to prayer. To fi nd our way in 
prayer, she offered the counsel Fr. Roman Braga had 
given the nuns at Transfi guration Monastery: each of 
us must fi nd our own words and way of prayer. That 
means realizing that we can pray wherever we may 
fi nd ourselves: in the car, on the way to pick up kids, 
cleaning, cooking – in the shower! Mother Christo-
phora even admitted to volunteering to wash dinner 
dishes at the monastery because it gives her time for 
some solitude and prayer. She suggested keeping a 
small icon near the kitchen sink to help us in a similar 
effort. Whatever the struggle to develop a prayer life, 
we should never forget that God created us because 
he wanted someone to converse with! God wants to 
engage us in conversation. We must persevere. That 
also means that we have to be quiet to listen in the 
midst of the chaos that is life around us.

On the level of the parish community, we also 
need to enter heaven as we experience it in the litur-
gy. During the week, we can be reminded of the jour-
ney by eating a piece of the antidoron and drinking 
some holy water to help strengthen us spiritually.

Mother Christophora also reminded us to realize 
our limitations, something Kh. Joanne taught her. 
Sometimes we need counseling to help us with those 
limitations, and the expectations others have of us. 
Parishioners often have expectations and precon-
ceived ideas about us, but we may also place on our-
selves the expectation that we can always fi x things 
for others. What we need to do as clergy wives is 
develop the ability to listen compassionately, to offer 
hospitality in a shared cup of tea. Beware, however, 



of succumbing to others’ negative attitudes, whining 
or bad moods. One participant asked how we can do 
that. Mother’s answer was simple: look at how Jesus 
did it. He was constantly encountering people in bad 
moods, who whined, but about whom he cared dear-
ly. He was calm. He was kind. He lifted them from 
the place that they were – often not a good place – by 
simply being there. We can do likewise, often by just 
listening with a compassionate ear without expect-
ing to be able to fi x things for others.

Matushka Juliana Schmemann addressed the 
group on Saturday afternoon, sharing wisdom from 
her many years as a clergy wife and working mother. 
In remembering Joanne Abdalah, she sees her still 
as a model for us. As Matushka knew her, Joanne 
was a woman exuding life, a source of peace, and 
a breeze of fresh air. “You would meet her, and you 
would meet love.” 

Addressing the theme of the Weekend, and fi nd-
ing salvation, Matushka Juliana acknowledged that 
the status of “clergy wife” brings with it hurdles on 
our path to the Kingdom. To see them and deal with 
them, then, we had fi rst to remove ourselves from 
the very concrete situations of our lives, and try to-
gether in the time we had during the Weekend to “lift 
up our hearts.” We hear those words at every Divine 
Liturgy, but too often don’t do it. However, this is 
the way for us to cast off what weighs us down. The 
gathering of clergy wives gave us the chance to enjoy 
community in a way that often eludes us, and frees 
us up to lift up our hearts. It also provided the op-
portunity to examine our lives from a distance, to be 
lifted from the feeling of being so submerged that we 
have lost sight of what is really important. Not the 
least of what can be lost is our very self. When we 
do lift up our hearts, from that place we can see the 
hurdles and overcome them. And from that uplifted 
point, we can also see the Kingdom.

To see who we are, we must fi rst realize that we 
were not made from a single “clergy wife mold.” We 
are all different in character, in gifts, in temperament. 
We also live in a time when women’s gifts, which are 
many, are trying to be expressed. For a clergy wife, 
we face real pressure in deciding how to use those 
gifts. Do we speak or not? We want to be involved, 
and have the knowledge and ability in certain areas. 
But we may not be understood, and that will result 
in people in the parish resisting our participation, 
and possibly in unfairness in how we are treated, and 
even in unpleasantness. When this happens, we can 

only look to Christ with our vulnerability and hurt 
to fi nd the appropriate response. In good and loving 
acts, Christ was often misunderstood. Yet he loved 
anyway. And so for us, it is a small measure of co-
suffering, as we offer up our hurt to Him.

One particular point Matushka Juliana made with 
absolute clarity: life is not fair. Don’t expect it to be. 
We live in a fallen world that will never be fair, espe-
cially by the world’s standards. To understand that 
will allow us to put hurt and vulnerability in perspec-
tive. So will trying to understand why someone would 
act to hurt us. What in that person’s life would cause 
them to act this way? And we must give ourselves the 
gift of time, which heals even physically. At the times 
when we cannot bear the hurt or fi nd ourselves with 
the desire to fi ght back, we can’t allow ourselves to 
be driven into the darkness of a guilt that keeps us in 
darkness. When we are wrong, we have to acknowl-
edge and admit that. When we feel we are right, we 
still have to move out of whatever feelings of guilt 
come from within us or are pushed on us by oth-
ers. Her advice: return to the Lord, his love and his 
light, and “turn the page” on the experience. Put it 
behind and let it go. Then through confession, you 
can know His forgiveness truly and completely, and 
having reached Light, again be at peace.

In speaking to the specifi c issue of raising PK’s 
(priest’s kids), the mother of three, grandmother, 
and great grandmother of 22 gave simple advice. 
Our PKs should never be treated as somehow spe-
cial, no matter what people in our parish say. And we 
should never tell them to behave because their father 
is the priest. We should teach them to behave well 
because they have to behave well.

But motherhood is not restricted to this example. 
Whether single, married, widowed, monastic or living 
in the world, the group shared their identity as wom-
en. Matushka averred that one of our inherent gifts as 
women is to be mothers, and by that she meant life-
givers. It is our calling, to give of our own lives the 
way the Theotokos did. We may even ask, as she did, 
“How can this be?” We may ask “God, what do you 
want me to do?” But we have to fi nd the way to trans-
form that very normal reaction of “How can I?” into 
“Let it be to me according to Your will.” That can be 
a very large hurdle. But those who do it are the ones 
who are not just coping, but are permeating those 
around them with life. We are then capable of giv-
ing life, giving to others, in simple expression of our 
gratitude to the Lord for His blessings in our life.

Clergy Wives
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Matushka connected this sense of gratitude to its 
manifestation as thanksgiving. She advised the wives 
always to be thankful for good things, and quoted 
her husband, Father Alexander Schmemann, who 
said in his fi nal homily on Thanksgiving Day just two 
weeks before his death, “Anyone who is capable of 
thanksgiving is capable of salvation,” and therefore 
she added “eternal joy.” Such an attitude allows us to 
accept the unfairness of life, and gives us the ability 
to “turn the page” on those unfair and unfortunate 
events and encounters in parish life and life in gen-
eral. When she needs to be reminded in her own life 
of that sense of gratitude, she calls to mind three 
examples. The fi rst is remembering the tears of the 
Theotokos near the foot of the cross, and the ultimate 
sacrifi ce of her Son. The second comes in reminding 
herself of God at the end of the sixth day of creation, 
which God fi nds “very good.” There is still a lot in 
our world and in our lives that is “very good,” and 
we need to detach ourselves daily for a few moments 
to see that and be grateful to God. And the third ex-
ample comes from the thief on the cross with Jesus. 
As we sing Holy Week, “in one moment,” in the midst 
of a humiliating and horrible death, the thief in total 
trust and gift of self fi nds salvation by simply ask-
ing to be remembered when the Lord comes into His 
Kingdom. And Jesus grants him that desire. In that 
we should fi nd gratitude as well.

Matushka Juliana concluded by pointing out that 
each of us had chosen to be a clergy wife. On those 
diffi cult days, she said, it is all right to ask, “Why on 

earth did I …?” because that, too, is part of our free 
choice. Just as importantly, she believes that we have 
been chosen. It is for service. That means it is also 
our “Yes, Lord.” Through our “Yes” we fi nd ways to 
serve that purify us, that allow us to work out our sal-
vation in as many unique ways as there are women.

In his interactive session, Father John Abdalah 
completed Saturday afternoon’s program by asking 
each wife to create a “metaphor” about herself and 
her ministry that each could share with the whole 
group. The metaphors included: being a diamond 
cutter, a tugboat, a tomato cage, a poker player, and 
someone untwisting pantyhose! Obviously, there is no 
cookie cutter for a clergy wife, and being and becom-
ing who we uniquely are created to be is a very good 
thing. No one’s expectations for a clergy wife should 
be imposed. The fun of this exercise also helped the 
women get to know each other more personally. Fr. 
John noted that jurisdictional differences seemed to 
disappear over the weekend, allowing everyone just 
to be together as Orthodox Christians.

The feeling of oneness, of friendship, and of a 
shared ministry indeed pervaded the weekend, which 
culminated in the Sunday morning Divine Liturgy in 
the Conference Center chapel. We all came from very 
different places, backgrounds, circumstances, and 
struggles as women married to a priest or deacon. 
We left feeling somehow refreshed and connected to 
each other, and hopefully to God. Sometimes in par-
ish life, the wives of clergy (for whatever reasons) 
are the least spiritually nourished. For less than 48 
hours, we found an oasis that fed us God’s grace and 
the gift of time together. It should come as no sur-
prise that the overwhelming response was a request 
that this event continue.

The Coordinating Committee included Khs. Mela-
nie Bell, Mira Filipovich, Laila Ellias, Janet Shadid, 
Becky Touloumes, Valerie Zahirsky, and Stefanie 
Yazge, and Fr. John Abdalah. They want to thank 
the Village staff, starting with Paul Finley and Barli 
Brown, for a great job making everyone comfortable 
and welcome. This was no small task, as the number 
of attendees far exceeded original estimates. Plans 
are already underway for a gathering next Fall. Cler-
gy wives, mark your calendars: October 29–31 at the 
Antiochian Village for Clergy Wives Weekend II. The 
speakers will be Mother Gabriella (Holy Dormition 
Monastery, Rives Junction, Michigan) and Kyriaki 
FitzGerald, Ph.D., psychologist and clergy wife.

Stefanie Yazge
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The Antiochian Heritage Museum is pleased 
to announce the exhibit “Spirit and Whimsy: The 
Art of Niko Chocheli,” opening March 15, 2010. A 
member of St. Philip Antiochian Orthodox Church 
in Souderton, Pennsylvania, Mr. Chocheli is one 
of the foremost artists to emerge from the Repub-
lic of Georgia. His artistic achievements and ex-
traordinary talents were formally acknowledged 
by the U.S. Government, when in 1997 he joined 
a prestigious list of great artists (including cellist 
Yo-Yo Ma) who were granted permanent residence 
in the U.S. because of their “extraordinary ability 
in the arts.” 

Mr. Chocheli’s works have been shown 
throughout the world and are held in many pres-
tigious collections. His colorful and expressive 
illustrations have graced the pages of numerous 
Orthodox Christian children’s books, including 
Christ in the Old Testament; The Book of Jo-
nah; The Praises: Psalm 148; and Prepare, O 
Bethlehem, published by St. Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press. Most recently, he illustrated The Hermit, 
the Icon and the Emperor, published by Concili-

ar Press Ministries in 2008. In his work, Chocheli 
draws on the rich artistic traditions of both East 
and West, as well as his Orthodox Christian heri-
tage and the traditions of his own ancient coun-
try, Georgia. He currently resides in Doylestown, 
Pennsylvania where he established the Chocheli 
School of Fine Art and where he creates his mas-
terworks.

“Spirit and Whimsy” marks the fi rst time that 
a comprehensive exhibit of Chocheli’s original 
work, representing all the books he has illustrated 
to date, has been presented. While Chocheli’s use 
of color and whimsical imagery enthralls young 
readers, his work is sophisticated enough to ap-
peal to adults as well. Seeing his original paint-
ings will thrill those who are already fans of his 
books, and will inspire those who have never seen 
his work before. The exhibit is designed for visi-
tors of all ages, and we encourage you to come as 
a family, or even to arrange a Sunday School trip 

“From the Village....”

New Exhibit Opens March 2010
Spirit and Whimsy: The Art of Niko Chocheli

Photograph of the artist by Glenn Race.
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to see the exhibit, which will be open through the 
end of the year. Icons and other items from our 
permanent collection will also be on display.

Books illustrated by Niko Chocheli make fabu-
lous gifts, and signed copies are available at the 
Antiochian Village Bookstore. Mr. Chocheli will 

hold several book-signings in connection with the 
exhibit, and he will be available as a speaker for 
interested groups during the year. If you would 
like to obtain a signed copy of any of his books, 
please call 724-238-3677 or contact bookstore@
antiochianvillage.org. 

From Christ in the 
Old Testament by 
Niko Chocheli 
(Crestwood New York: 
St. Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press, 2002). 
Reprinted by 
permission.
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New Online  Bookstore!
Book lovers take note: our Antiochian Village 

Bookstore is stocked with a completely new and 
expanded selection of Orthodox books – from the 
classics to the newest releases. And it will soon be 
easier than ever to purchase a book from us – we 
are going ONLINE! As soon as it is up and run-
ning, you will fi nd a link to the online bookstore 
at the Antiochian Village Web page. For further 
information, please contact bookstore@antio-
chianvillage.org or call 724-238-3677.

2nd Annual St. Emmelia Homeschooling 
Conference
March 11–14, 2010

In its second year, the Saint Emmelia Ortho-
dox Homeschooling Conference returns to the 
Antiochian Village Conference Center, providing a 
wonderful opportunity for Orthodox homeschool-
ing families to learn, worship and enjoy fellow-
ship together.

The St. Emmelia Conference is a family-friend-
ly event. Great care has been taken to present en-
gaging workshops for adults and children featur-

ing a diverse group of Orthodox speakers. The 
twenty-two adult workshops provide options for 
both new and seasoned homeschoolers, and the 
rich selection of children’s workshops will inter-
est and inspire children ages fi ve and up. Young-
er children are also welcome at the conference. 
While there’s no programming for children under 
fi ve, feel free to spend time together with your 
little ones in our play room or exploring the beau-
tiful grounds of Antiochian Village. Plan to visit 
the Heritage Museum to enjoy our brand-new ex-
hibit featuring the original paintings of Orthodox 
illustrator and iconographer Niko Chocheli.

In addition to the Center’s own expanded book-
store, the conference will also provide a Vendor 
/ Exhibitor Hall that offers Orthodox publishers 
an opportunity to share the fruits of their labor. 
Attendees will be able to peruse books and edu-
cational materials that support the unique needs 
and interests of Orthodox homeschoolers.

While the workshops and speakers will surely 
nourish your mind, you can count on your body 
and spirit being well-cared for during this confer-
ence as well. Our kitchen staff, under the direc-
tion of Executive Chef Tim, will be serving deli-
cious Lenten meals – and our Village priest, Fr. 
Anthony Yazge, will lead us in offering a full cycle 
of Lenten services throughout the weekend.

The full registration packet, including work-
shop titles and information about our speakers, is 
available on our Web site, www.antiochianvillage.
org under “Upcoming Events.” Any questions 
about the St. Emmelia Conference should be di-
rected to Barli in Orthodox Programming: 724-238-
3677 ext. 425, or barli@antiochianvillage.org. 

Annual Women’s Lenten Retreat
March 19–21, 2010

Antiochian Women of the East will be host-
ing their annual Women’s Lenten Retreat at the 
Antiochian Village Conference and Retreat Cen-
ter March 19–21.  Mother Alexandra, the Abbess 
of the Convent of St. Thekla, will be the guest 
speaker and her topic is “Are you ready for the 
Resurrection?”  Registration forms can be down-
loaded from our Web site: www.antiochianvillage.
org.  Please mark your calendars now. We wel-
come all Orthodox sisters to join us. Invite your 
friends!

Julia Ritter,  724-238-3677 x 410

Antiochian Village



Sometimes the complexities of modern life put 
pressure on families, couples and individuals. To 
equip our Church leaders to support people com-
petently in such complex times, the Antiochian 
House of Studies has begun a certifi cate program 
that will offer models of counseling and the devel-
opment of counseling skills. While developed for 
Orthodox clergy, non-Orthodox clergy and non-
ordained church leaders may be admitted to the 
program. Class size is limited to 15 and enroll-
ment of each class will remain open until the class 
is fi lled. 

This program is designed for men and wom-
en who are serving in parish ministry as clergy, 
chaplains, and Christian Education staff. Some-
times we have been called upon to meet needs, 
but don’t feel competent. This program will offer 
training to augment the training and skills that we 
already have, so that we can serve our communi-
ties better.

The two-year program will include seven 
courses and a practicum. Requirements include a 
Masters of Divinity, a similar degree or a diploma 
though the St. Stephen’s or a similar program, 
three years of pastoral experience and a desire to 
study. The fi rst session is projected to begin in Au-
gust of 2010. Classes will meet for two weeks in 
August-September and in May at the Antiochian 
Village in Ligonier, Pennsylvania. Courses include 
The Foundations of Marriage and Family Ministry, 
Christian Anthropology and Human Development 
in the Family Life Cycle, Pastoral Care and Pro-
fessional Ethics, Pastoral Counseling: Skills and 
Models, Pastoral Marital Counseling: Skills and 
Models, Pastoral Family Counseling, Psychopa-
thology, and a Marriage and Family Counseling 
Practicum.

For an application and further information, 
contact Amy Stiffl er, The Antiochian Village, 724-
238-3677, P.O. Box 638, Ligonier, PA 15658, 
events@antiochianvillage.org; or Fr. John 
 Abdalah, cell 724-518-5788, frjpa@aol.com.
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St. George Orthodox Cathedral
invites you to Sturbridge for the

72nd annual 
Diocese of Worcester and New England

Parish Life Conference
June 18–20

Join us in the heart of New England 
at the

 Sturbridge Host Hotel

Reserve your room today.

(508) 347-7393
www.sturbridgehosthotel.com

The Antiochian House of Studies  Announces a Certifi cate Program for 

Pastoral Marriage and 
Family Counseling

House of Studies
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