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E D I T O R I A L

uring Bright Week, our bish-
ops met with our Metropolitan 
SABA. The meeting was as festive 

and beautiful as the holy season of 
Bright Week itself. Sayidna SABA 

exemplified our Antiochian theology and 
tradition, as he led a discussion about how our Or-
thodox praxis, or  practice, needs to reflect the theol-
ogy of the Church as preserved by the Gospel, the 
Fathers, and our worship. He proclaimed that our 
actions as bishops and as church leaders needs to 
reflect heaven, and not the fallen world. Our theol-
ogy leads our practice, and cannot be divorced from 
it. He went on to eloquently describe the art of the 
priesthood, whose goal is to bring man to God. To 
do this we need to incarnate God’s love. We cannot 
be reduced to rules and laws. Our God is active in 
His movement toward us, and we must reflect this 
action in our lives; we are the Church. We Ortho-
dox are strangers in the modern world, as our Lord 
told us we would be. We need to support God’s 
people and each other as we journey through this 
modern, or “post-modern,” world.

His Eminence spoke to us about our need to es-
tablish our Church more deeply and widely in this 
land, through building ministries, hospitals, schools, 
homes for the aged, programs for people with spe-
cial needs, colleges, university dorms, and retreat 
centers. Similarly, he wants to see the parishes de-
velop teams to minister to the people of the par-
ishes, as well as those who are our neighbors. We 
cannot keep our Orthodox inheritance a secret, but 
we need to turn it into actions that will save people. 

We need to find creative ways to fund and endow 
these programs, so that they can continue regardless 
of economic or social uncertainties.

The bishops had frank and open discussions 
about the challenges that we face. Metropolitan 
SABA then reviewed with us upcoming clergy as-
signments and ordinations. We also discussed our 
needs for the future, and particularly educational 
programs. We discussed the way the bishops will 
interact with the Metropolitan. Sayidna shared that 
the Holy Synod and our Archdiocese will form a 
joint committee to delineate roles and responsibili-
ties of bishops and the Metropolitan. The bishops 
and Metropolitan are of one mind concerning these 
needs.

Metropolitan SABA listened to the bishops with 
great respect and love. We were all honest about our 
concerns, and we are all dedicated to bringing about 
necessary healing and direction for the future. Say-
idna SABA landed on American soil immediately 
before Holy Week and led the Archdiocese liturgi-
cally through this holiest season. Now that he has 
met with the bishops, he will visit the dioceses or 
regions of the Archdiocese. The ministry of Metro-
politan SABA is established on a solid foundation, 
and God is blessings us. I consider myself blessed to 
witness God’s work in America through the minis-
tries of this man. 

When we say many years to a metropolitan or 
bishop, we call to mind our salvific relationship 
with him, and we reaffirm our election of him as 
our Bishop or Metropolitan. 

Many years, Metropolitan SABA!

OUR MEETING 
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56th Archdiocese Convention
St. George Church (Phoenix, AZ)

July 24-30, 2023

2023 Diocesan Parish Life Conferences

 

Diocese of Miami
St. George Cathedral 
(Coral Gables, FL)
June 14-17, 2023

Diocese of Wichita
Sts. Constantine and 
Helen (Dallas, TX)
June 14-17, 2023

Diocese of Toledo
St. Mary Church (Palos 
Heights, IL)
June 28-July 2, 2023

Diocese of Los Angeles
St. Luke Church (Garden 
Grove, CA)
June3 28-July 2, 2023

Dioceses of Charleston 
and New York
St. Moses the Black
June 28-July 2, 2023  
(Antiochian Village)

Diocese of Ottawa
St. Elias Church  
(Syracuse, NY)
June 29-July 2, 2023

Diocese of Worcester
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July 7-9, 2023
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“Thomas, one of the 
twelve, was not with them 
when Jesus came. So the 
other disciples told him, 
‘We have seen the Lord.’” 
What weighed on St. 
Thomas’s heart that morn-
ing in which the disciples 
told him that they had seen 
Christ? 

You can imagine the ju-
bilation in the air. When 
Thomas had last seen them, 
the apostles were cowering in fear. All of them de-
spaired. All of them doubted. Today, they were dif-
ferent men, exuberant and courageous. Not Thomas, 
however. Their joy was like salt on an open wound. 
He had not seen the Lord. He had not even seen 
the angels. They shouted, “Christ is risen!” All he 
knew and felt was a bleak and meaningless world.

“Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, 
and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my 
hand in his side, I will not believe” ( John 20:25). St. 
Thomas is a hero for us today. We live, it seems, in 
a disenchanted world. For most of history, men and 
women saw spirits in nearly every movement in the 

forest, and every breeze in 
the air. The thunder in the 
sky, the flights of birds, and 
the buzz of the bumble-
bee: men and women took 
for granted that behind it 
all were mysterious spiri-
tual forces. (Perhaps they 
were closer to the truth of 
things than we are, despite 
our microscopes and ency-
clopedias.) It was as easy to 
believe in God as to believe 

in water, but not so for us. We live in the same state 
of mind as St. Thomas that day long ago – a spiri-
tual fog. 

Where is God? Where is the resurrected Jesus? 
The Church sings “Alleluia,” but the noisy traffic 
looks the same, the politics are the same, the hum-
drum is the same. The Church calls it Bright Week, 
but the clouds seem rather gray. Unsure and dis-
appointed, you can imagine the tension in Thomas’ 
heart. We can identify all too well, when the prom-
ises of the gospel do not align with the palpable 
struggles in our lives.

“Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, 

HOLY NOSTALGIA
Fr. Peter Kavanaugh

NURTURE IN YOUR HEART A HOLY NOSTALGIA. PASCHA IS THE SEASON FOR NOSTALGIA, 

FOR LOVE-SICKNESS AND RESOLUTE LONGING FOR HOME. OF COURSE, OUR HOME IS 

NOT OF THIS WORLD, NOR IN OUR PAST, NOR IN ANOTHER COUNTRY. HOME IS IN PARA-

DISE, WITH OUR RESURRECTED LORD. 



and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my 
hand in his side, I will not believe” ( John 20:25). 
St. Thomas is a hero not because he doubted. He is 
a hero because, within his doubting, he longed for 
truth. No one lacks faith in God because he cannot 
find God. More often, lack of faith stems from lack 
of interest. The road to hell is not paved with good 
intentions, it is paved with no intentions, with in-
difference, apathy, distraction. 

St. Thomas missed out on Christ’s appearance. 
So did we. How should we respond? Do we shrug 
our shoulders and just move along. Do we say, “Not 
enough evidence,” and busy ourselves with career, 
health, games and distractions? 

St. Thomas did not merely doubt God, he de-
sired God. “Unless I see . . . .” “Unless I touch . . . .” 
His words are saturated in nostalgia – a nostalgia 
for meaning, for intimacy. He longed for home. 

The test is in the doing. Christ did appear. 
 Thomas’s longing was strong enough. His desire 
for communion overpowered the doubt. Christ ap-
peared, and told Thomas to look at the mark of the 
nails. He encouraged Thomas to touch the scar in 
his side.

St. Thomas did. Would we? Do we yearn for 
God as earnestly? If we were to see God, and touch 
him, would we even then follow God? The noble 
St. Thomas challenges all of us in our doubts and 
struggles – what do we seek?

Christ calls us to live in a perpetual state of nos-
talgia — longing for God. The word, nostalgia has 
a long and fascinating history. It was first used in 
Homer’s Odyssey. The famous king was estranged 
from his wife and home, and persevered through 
all number of adventures. Why did he forego every 
temptation? Why did he always press on with so lit-
tle reason for hope? Nostalgia drove him  forward, a 
longing for his nostimon emar – the “Day of Return.” 
Eventually, the word nostalgia developed from two 
Greek words: nostos, meaning “homecoming,” and 
algos, meaning pain, grief, and distress. 

At times, nostalgia has been classified as a men-
tal disorder. It was once considered the disease 
that crippled sailors, convicts, and slaves. The 1833 
 Cyclopaedia of Practical Medicine, labelled nostalgia 
as “the concourse of depressing symptoms which 
sometimes arise in persons who are absent from 
their native country, when they are seized with 
a longing desire of returning to their home and 
friends and the scenes of their youth.” 

But nostalgia has a positive side. C. S. Lewis had 
this to say: “Apparently … our lifelong nostalgia, 
our longing to be reunited with something in the 
universe from which we now feel cut off, to be on 
the inside of some door which we have always seen 
from the outside, is no mere neurotic fancy, but the 
truest index of our real situation. And to be at last 
summoned inside would be both glory and honour 
beyond all our merits and also the healing of that 
old ache.” 

All our life, we have ached inside because we 
long for home. All our sadness is sadness because 
we know we are exiled. All our pain is pain from 
being absent from God.

There is only one path home. It is the same path 
that drove Odysseus back to his wife. It is the same 
path that led St. Thomas eventually to find Jesus 
Christ and touch His side. It is holy nostalgia, a 
blessed discontent, an insistence never to settle for 
less until we can see and touch God. Nostalgia will 
kill a soul when put in the wrong place. It will save a 
soul when put in the right place. Nostalgia is anoth-
er word for listening to your heart ache, and know-
ing the real reason it aches.

“O GOD, thou art my God; early will I seek 
thee. My soul thirsteth for thee, my flesh longeth 
after thee, in a barren and dry land where no water 
is. Thus have I looked for thee” (Psalm 63:1). 

Question God. Question the world. Ques-
tion your heart. Cherish a beautiful song, and no-
tice the sadness in your heart when the song ends. 
Savor a delicious meal, and notice the disappoint-
ment when you know you cannot eat any more. Ap-
preciate your relationships, and be bold enough to 
feel the pain that comes at separation, through dis-
tance or death. Everything beautiful is a glimpse 
into paradise.  Everything sad, is sad, because it re-
veals our  distance from paradise. All life pierces our 
heart with nostalgia for one purpose, to urge us on 
to God. 

Reach out and touch Him.
Fr. Peter Kavanaugh
Wichita Falls, Texas

6   June 2023
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he Feast of Pentecost, which occurs 
fifty days after Pascha, is one of the 

great Feasts of our Orthodox Church. It is 
the Feast in which we celebrate the Spirit 
of God coming down upon the Apostles, 
as promised them by Jesus Himself, when 

He said to them: “But when the Helper comes, 
whom I shall send to you from the Father, the Spir-
it of truth who proceeds from the Father, He will 
testify of Me” ( John 15:26). And again, after His 
Resurrection, before His ascension into heaven, after 
the Apostles asked Him if He would now “restore 
the kingdom to Israel,” He said, “It is not for you to 
know times or seasons which the Father has put in 
His own authority. But you shall receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be 
witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:7–8).

Quite often, though, on this Feast Day, we will 
say that it is “the birthday of the Church,” since it 
is on this day that the disciples received the Holy 
Spirit and began their ministry of preaching the 
Word of God, of spreading the Faith, and establish-
ing churches and communities in many of the towns 
and cities throughout the Roman Empire. Because 
of this, it may seem quite natural and proper to call 
this day and feast “the birthday of the Church.” I 
propose, however, that this is somewhat mislead-
ing. The “birthday of the Church” is not the Feast of 
Pentecost when the Spirit of God came down upon 
the Apostles; rather, it is when Jesus hung upon the 
Cross, and after He died and gave up His spirit, “one 
of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and im-
mediately blood and water came out” ( John 19:34). 
This is the day on which the Church was technically 

born and brought 
forth from the side 
of Christ. This is 
what is testified 
and manifest to 
us in the Old and New Testaments, and from our 
Church Fathers as well.

To begin with, St. Paul tells us in Romans 5:12–
21 that Adam is a type of Him who was to come, 
meaning Jesus Christ. He says that “if by the one 
man’s offense many died, much more the grace of 
God and the gift by the grace of the one Man, Jesus 
Christ, abounded to many. … For as by one man’s 
disobedience many were made sinners, so also by 
one Man’s obedience many will be made righteous.” 
St. Paul says forthrightly in Romans 5:14 that Adam 
“is a type of Him who was to come,” and in 1 Cor-
inthians 15:45, “And so it is written, ‘The first man 
Adam became a living being’ [Genesis 2:7]. The last 
Adam became a life-giving spirit.”

These are important references, because they 
help us to make this connection between Adam be-
fore his disobedience and fall from Paradise, and 
 Jesus of Nazareth, the new Adam, the Christ and 
eternal Son of the living God. God created Adam 
and stated that it was not good for man to be alone 
on the earth; as there was not found a helper com-
parable to him, or fit for him, “God caused a deep 
sleep to fall on Adam, and he slept; and He took one 
of his ribs, and closed up the flesh in its place. Then 
the rib which the Lord God had taken from man 
He made into a woman, and He brought her to the 
man. And Adam said:

“This is now bone of my bones
And flesh of my flesh;

The Word   7
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CRUCIFIXION, OR 
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Icon of the Pentecost, hand written by Khourieh Randa Azar.
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She shall be called Woman,
Because she was taken out of Man” (Genesis 

2:21–23). 
This woman who is created from the side of 

Adam, taken out of man while he was in a deep sleep, 
and who we would later come to know as Eve (3:20), 
his wife, is brought forth and “born” from Adam’s 
side, from his rib. Here, then, is another type and 
foreshadowing in the Old Testament that points to 
what is fulfilled in the New Testament. Adam’s “deep 
sleep” is like Jesus’ dying on the Cross. As God took 
one of his ribs from Adam’s side while he slept and 
made woman, so one of the soldiers pierced the side 
of the dead Jesus, the Second Adam, with a spear, 
and immediately blood and water came out ( John 
19:34). So, if Eve is created and born from the side 
of Adam while he was in a deep sleep, as the bone of 
his bones, and flesh of his flesh, being taken out of 
Man, which in Hebrew is the word Adam, meaning 
mankind, then it is the Church that is born from the 
side of Christ, the new Adam, after He died on the 
Cross, when the soldier pierced His side. The blood 
and water came forth, showing us the beginning and 
birth of the Church, the Body of Christ.

St. Ambrose has some beautiful words in his 
commentary on this passage, John 19:32–34, found 
in the Patrologia Latina, Volume 100, Book 6:

Then the soldiers came, and indeed broke the 
legs of the first, and of another who had been cruci-
fied with him. But when they came to Jesus, when 
they saw him already dead, they did not break his 
legs. But one of the soldiers opened his side with a 
lance, and immediately blood and water came out. 
The evangelist used an elegant and watchful 
word, so as not to say: struck him in his side, or 
wounded him, or something else; but he opened 
it, so that the door of life might be opened there 
in a certain way, whence the sacraments of the 
Church flowed, without which one cannot en-
ter into life, which is true life. That blood was 
shed for the remission of sins; That water tem-
pered the cup of salvation …. This foreshad-
owed that Noah was commanded to make a 
door in the side of the ark, through which the 
animals that were not perishing in the flood, of 
which the Church was prefigured, could enter 
(Genesis 6:16). Because of this the first wom-
an was made from the side of man sleeping, 
and she was called life and mother of the living 

(Genesis 2, 22, seq.). For he [Adam] signified 
great good, before the great evil of transgres-
sion, in the habit of lying down and sleeping. 
And this second Adam slept on the cross with 
his head bowed, so that there might be formed 
for him a spouse which escaped from the side 
of the sleeping man. O death, whence the dead 
come to life!
St. Ambrose beautifully presents to us that the 

soldier did not pierce Jesus’ side to wound or strike 
him, but rather, to open the side of Christ from 
where the sacraments of the Church flowed (Latin: 
Sed unus militum lancea latus ejus aperuit, et continuo 
exivit sanguis et aqua), since it is while He slept on 
the Cross, “there might be formed for Him a spouse 
which escaped (came forth) from the side of the 
sleeping man.”

St. John Chrysostom also offers us this same un-
derstanding in his commentary on this passage:

With this too an ineffable mystery was ac-
complished. For “there came forth water and 
blood.” Not without a purpose, or by chance, did 
those founts come forth, but because by means 
of these two together the Church consisteth. 
And the initiated know it, being by  water in-
deed regenerate, and nourished by the Blood 
and the Flesh. Hence the Mysteries take their 
beginning; that when thou approachest to that 
awful cup, thou mayest so approach, as drinking 
from the very side.
He says that by means of the blood and water 

coming forth from the side of Christ, the Church 
consists. In Greek, it is ἐξ ἀμφοτέρων τούτων ἡ 
Ἐκκλησία συνέστηκε. This last word, συνέστηκε, 
synestike, is also found in St. Paul’s letter to the Co-
lossians 1:17, “And He is before all things, and in 
Him all things consist” (Greek: καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν πρὸ 
πάντων καὶ τὰ πάντα ἐν αὐτῷ συνέστηκεν). At the 
end of the previous verse, v. 16, St. Paul says, “All 
things were created through Him and for Him,” and 
then in the following verse, v. 18, he says, “And He is 
the head of the body, the church, who is the begin-
ning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things 
He may have the preeminence.” 

What is quite interesting here, and probably not 
by accident, is that after St. Paul says that all things 
are created by Him, through Him, and for Him, and 
that in Him all things consist, he then explains that 
this so because Christ is the head of the Church. In 
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saying that Christ is the “head” of the Church, he 
uses the word κεφαλή, kephali, for head (which is 
also found in Ephesians 5), which means the head 
in the sense of the source, or the beginning. Christ 
is the beginning and source of the Church because 
she comes from His side, as did the blood and  water 
(which of course are also references to His Blood of 
which we partake in communion, and the  water by 
which we are baptized in His name, in the Church). 
We also see this headship mentioned in 1 Corinthi-
ans 11:3, “the head (kephali) of every man is Christ, 
the head of woman is man, and the head of Christ 
is God,” showing that God the Father is the head or 
source of Christ (because Christ is the only-begot-
ten Son of the Father before eternity), Christ is the 
source of man, and man is the source of woman (as 
with Adam and Eve).

From all of this – the bringing forth of Eve from 
the side of Adam, the blood and water coming forth 
from the side of Christ, the headship in the sense of 
being the source and beginning – it is evident to us 
that Christ is the head and source of the Church. It 
is clear, too, that she is born from His side when He 
is on the Cross and the soldier pierced, or opened, 
His side, to allow the Church to be born, to come 
forth. We see, too, that the sacraments of the Church 
flow from the side of Christ, who sacrificed Himself 
for the salvation of us all.

So, what then is Pentecost? How are we to un-
derstand its true nature if it is not technically the 
birthday of the Church? On the day of Pentecost, 
the Spirit of God came down upon the Apostles 
and disciples of Christ to empower them to be all 
that God had created them to be. Pentecost, then, 
is the consecration and anointing of the Church by 
the Holy Spirit with the power from on high. Jesus 
brought forth and gave birth to the Church from 
His side on the day of His crucifixion. But 50 days 
after His Resurrection from the dead, on the day of 
Pentecost, He sent upon them the Holy Spirit to 
give them the power from on high to minister, to 
teach, to proclaim the Word of God to all the na-
tions. This Word was that His Death and Resur-
rection were to save us from eternal death and the 
tyranny of the devil, and to bring us home to the 
Kingdom of God, which we lost through the dis-
obedience of Adam and Eve. In St. Luke’s Gospel, 
24:49 (as we see also in Acts 1, above), Jesus says, 
“Behold, I send the Promise of my Father upon you; 
but tarry in the city of Jerusalem until you are  endued 

with power from on high.” Pentecost is the day on 
which they all received this power and anointing by 
the tongues of fire from above, the power, grace, and 
blessings from God to go forth and proclaim the 
Word of God with conviction and authority, to ful-
fill the prophecy of Joel (2:28ff.), to prophesy, to see 
visions, to dream dreams, to “show wonders in heav-
en above and signs in the earth  below … that who-
ever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 
What happened after the coming of the Holy Spir-
it? They followed St.  Peter’s direction: they repented 
and were baptized. They continued steadfastly in the 
apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of 
bread, and in prayers” (Acts 2:38–42).

We now participate in all of this when we are 
baptized into Christ. In our baptism and immersion 
into and out of the water, we die with Christ and 
are born anew, born from above ( John 3). “We were 
buried with Him through baptism into death, that 
just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory 
of the Father, even so we also should walk in new-
ness of life” (Romans 6). Then, in our chrismation, 
we receive the gift and seal of the Holy Spirit. We 
are anointed and consecrated by God to be all that 
God has called us to be, empowered to proclaim and 
bear witness to His Death and His Resurrection for 
the salvation of all, knowing that “He who establish-
es us with you in Christ and has anointed us is God, 
who also has sealed us and given us the Spirit in 
our hearts as a guarantee” (2 Corinthians 1:21). God 
sent forth the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, so 
that now we are even able to call God Abba,  Father 
(Galatians 4:6). 

Pentecost may not technically be the birthday 
of the Church, but it is the day on which we were 
all empowered, consecrated, anointed, strength-
ened, equipped, and given the authority to be His 
anointed ones, His sons and daughters by adoption. 
By Pentecost we were blessed and sanctified by the 
power of Christ and the Holy Spirit, to proclaim 
God’s Word, to manifest His presence in this world, 
to glorify and praise His Holy Name by all that we 
do and are. Because of Pentecost, we can give heart-
felt thanks to Him who through His love for man-
kind has sacrificed Himself, His own life, so that we 
might have life, and have it abundantly.

Christopher Holwey
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EASTERN DIOCESES’ SPRING 
 RETREAT AND MEETINGS

On March 17–19, more than 125 people gath-
ered for the combined Eastern Dioceses Spring Re-
treat and the Antiochian Women of the East (AWE) 
Lenten Retreat. At the Antiochian Village Heritage 
and Learning Center, Fr. Andrew Stephen Damick 
and Chaplain Sarah Byrne-Martelli provided in-
formative and enriching presentations titled “An-
gels and Demons” (Damick) and “Joy Comes in 
the Mourning: Caring for Our Own Grief, Car-
ing for Others” (Byrne-Martelli). His Grace Bishop 
THOMAS ( Joseph) led both retreats in the divine 
services, including a Hierarchical Divine Liturgy on 
the Sunday of the Holy Cross. The last included a 
memorial for our Father of Thrice-Blessed Memory, 
His Eminence Metropolitan PHILIP. Pilgrims visit-
ed the gravesite of St. Raphael (Hawaweeny), Bishop 

of Brooklyn, and the Shrine of St. Thekla, Equal-to-
the-Apostles, and an Akathist service was prayed to 
both saints. Special programming was provided for 
the Teen SOYO students by Fr. Christopher Shadid, 
Director of the Antiochian Village Camp. Reports 
were submitted by the Eastern Dioceses Ministries 
for the Antiochian Women of the East (AWE), Teen 
SOYO, Young Adults Ministry (YAM), Financial, 
Parish Life Conference planning, and Scholarships. 
All are looking forward to the upcoming 2023 Parish 
Life Conference which is being hosted by St. Moses 
the Black Church (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania) at the 
Antiochian Village, June 28–July 2, 2023.
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was recently in an intake conference for a 
new student, with a coworker, Marcy. She led 
the meeting and I took notes, opting to type 
right into my computer to save time. After the 
meeting, Marcy suggested that in the future 
I take notes on paper. She gently pointed out 
where I had missed key moments as I typed, 

focused on formatting and what was happening on 
my screen and not what was being communicated 
in the meeting. Marcy said words that have haunt-
ed me since: “It was like you left the room.” I see 
it happen all the time now. It’s much easier to see 
when others get absorbed in their screens: checking 
a text or looking up something online for “just a sec” 
has the same effect as leaving the room, or at least 
paying no attention. Now, when I’m done sending 
a text and my phone is away, I’ll announce to the 
world: “I’m back!” acknowledging the shift in my 
awareness and attention.

Marcy’s observation was a good reminder that 
we should curb the overuse of our super-convenient, 
supercomputer cell phones. Even more, it raises the 
question: when we as parents are so careful about 
where our children go, and with whom, and un-
der what supervision, why would we allow them to 
“leave the room” (leave the house, leave Christian 
morality, and so forth) through the Internet? Much 
of the time we have no idea where they’re going, 
who they’re with, or what damage is being done to 
their self-image and identities, their mental health, 
and their values.

The Internet, screen use and over-use, and so-
cial media have been weighing on my mind, late-
ly. My personal, out-of-control consumption of the 
Internet, has been giving me the nagging feeling 
that maybe I was put on earth for more than mind-
less scrolling. I have three daughters who use and 
play on the computer frequently. I worry as I know 
less and less about what reaches of the Internet they 
are “visiting.” Most significantly, I teach  numerous 

anxious, depressed, and searching high school stu-
dents at an alternative charter high school. Be-
cause of our school’s format and small size, we are a 
 haven for students whose anxiety and social distress 
have made them refugees from the traditional high 
school (whose students have large amounts of anxi-
ety, as well). My students have caring and involved 
parents, stable home lives, and they sometimes have 
such high anxiety that they are unable to get out of 
the car when being dropped off for school. Some of 
my students still wear a medical mask, not because 
of COVID, but because they don’t want peers to 
see their faces. A disproportionate number of them 
identify as transgender. Many of my students have 
spent time at in-patient programs to help them sur-
vive their suicidal ideation, their self-harm, their 
bothersome thoughts, their disordered eating. In 
trying to figure out what is going on for these high 
schoolers, I’ve come up with all manner of theories 
about what has gone on in their lives (or on their 
screens) that could lead to such mental distress.
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GAMBLING WITH  
OUR CHILDREN IN THE 

INTERNET AGE
Keidi Lewis



Here is what we do know: We all are spending 
too much time on screens. Screen escapism is ad-
dictive, and the software algorithms are designed to 
keep us online, to keep us scrolling and consuming. 
We know that Internet scrolling, on social media 
or otherwise, is generally not going to help us on 
our path to salvation. The foundational concept of a 
website or social media platform trying to keep our 
attention and engagement is at odds with our be-
ing fully present, spiritual, still and quiet with God. 

We were created to find meaning in our lives – 
and our purpose – in God, in the framework of our 
faith. Without this deep understanding of who God 
is and who we are in Him, there is understandable 
anxiety and depression. We also need space for con-
templation. God’s still, small voice is hard to hear 
above the compelling siren’s call of the Internet. We 

need depth, the time to go deep into quiet, into na-
ture, into serving our neighbor, into the vastness of 
God and His love for us. Jonathan Haidt, a social 
psychologist at NYU, noticed that phones and the 
Internet cause us to spend more and more of our 
lives in a shallow state, moving quickly from task to 
task and screen to screen, dangerous for adults who 
are more fully formed, but perilous to the develop-
ment of our children. Haidt said in an interview 
with Christianity Today’s Russell Moore:

When kids got on what we what might call 
“experience blockers” – when they got phones 
that engage them all the time – they have no 
room for any other experiences, and I fear that 

their spiritual  development is warped too, be-
cause it’s all shallows all the time. TikTok is 
really funny, there’s lots of stupid shallow stuff 
that makes you laugh. If there’s no room for 
even parental input – let alone spiritual exper-
ience or communication with God – if all the 
input channels are jammed, then you have a kid 
growing up in the shallows.1

We know that besides blocking real-life exper-
iences, allowing unlimited access to the Internet 
can erode the values we are trying to instill in our 
children in subtle, seemingly innocuous ways. Many 
messages that are in opposition with the Orthodox 
faith are overtly and covertly spread to our kids, on 
sites that they visit and on social media: that sex 
is a casual, non-sacred thing; that adults are fool-
ish, cringey, the enemy, and not to be trusted; that 
objectifying women is a harmless pastime without 
consequences for future relationships; that it’s no 
big deal to be LGBT, or that you have to decide 
your sexual orientation this instant. There are cau-
tionary tales of Orthodox kids “leaving the room” 
down the rabbit holes and dark alleys of the Inter-
net and being won over to other value systems by 
apparently kind, friendly, available, well-meaning 
people of whom parents are completely unaware. 

Allowing our children unaccompanied into the 
Internet is taking a gamble. They might be fine. They 
may be able to negotiate the allure of other beliefs 
about the world and our place in it. They may stand 
strong, able to articulate how Orthodox beliefs don’t 
align with what is presented online. They may be 
able to maintain their sense of self and identity in 
Christ. On the other hand, however, they might not. 
The younger the child is, the larger the gamble. If 
the Web as a whole is a metaphysical gamble, social 
media has even worse odds, especially for our young 
girls. Social media can be negative for adults – an 
ideological echo chamber, a distraction and time-
drain, and a perpetuator of vices like pride, self-pro-
motion, social comparison, and judgment – but the 
harm of social media goes further. 

 Social media as it is structured today turns 
us into consumers. Since social media platforms 
changed from sharing news and connecting far-
flung friends and family to a place where people 
present themselves as a curated product driven by 
computer calculations: all content is there for us, 
 created for our consumption, with the hope that 
we’ll click again. Everyone is objectified.  Everything 

Screen  
escapism is 
addictive, and 
the software 
algorithms 
are designed 
to keep us  
online, to 
keep us 
scrolling and 
consuming
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is for our  evaluation. Is it funny? Is the person at-
tractive? For our children, this is skewing the way 
that they look at (or consume) the world. I see it in 
my classroom: for years I’ve shown the same pic-
tures of people as vocabulary words when teaching 
Spanish. This year, a student commented on how 
the little blonde girl in my picture for chica was so 
ugly and repulsive. “Trolling” is creeping into real 
life, not just from the anonymity of the Internet. If 
everything is weighed and judged by social media 
users, then there’s an unconscious – or conscious – 
expectation that one will be weighed and judged by 
everyone else, sometimes with a comment or lack of 
“likes” as evidence. Here is a perfect recipe for anxi-
ety and depression. 

My theories about students’ mental health be-
ing related to something going on online are con-
firmed by people like Jonathan Haidt. What has 
been suggested for years has finally been confirmed 
with data: levels of anxiety and depression and the 
self-harming behaviors that accompany them go up 
with use of social media. Monitoring a child’s so-
cial media accounts does nothing to allay the po-
tential damage, as the “dopamine loop” reward of 
posting-liking-commenting is the destructive part. 
When we allow participation in social media, it is 
a gamble with our children’s happiness, with their 
anxiety levels, with the wiring of their brains and 
with their ability to regulate their own moods. This 
is especially dangerous for young girls. 

Much more than for boys, adolescence typi-
cally heightens girls’ self-consciousness about 
their changing body and amplifies insecurities 
about where they fit in their social network. 
 Social media – particularly Instagram, which 
displaces other forms of interaction among 
teens, puts the size of their friend group on 
public display, and subjects their physical ap-
pearance to the hard metrics of likes and com-
ment counts – takes the worst parts of middle 
school and glossy women’s magazines and in-
tensifies them.2

Multiple studies of young people’s mental health 
show that there was a significant increase in anxi-
ety, depression, and the accompanying dangers to 
physical well-being starting around 2012, when 
teens got cell phones and onto social media. These 
numbers were up years before COVID, although 
the pandemic (and subsequent increase in  electronic 

dependence) didn’t help. 
So what can we do, as Orthodox parents and 

communities? Haidt acknowledges the intense 
pressure for kids to be on social media, as so much 
of their social life is potentially based there, and sug-
gests that groups of parents (youth groups? church 
communities?) band together with agreements to 
delay social media participation for all their kids, 
making it less attractive. This is possible! It’s working 
so far at our church, where my daughters borrow 
my phone to text their friends to make plans and 
that’s the extent of their phone use. Social media 
is just not going to happen, a fact they know and 
have accepted. They don’t miss what they never had, 
and the people they want to hang out with aren’t 
on social media, anyway. For my daughters (and for 
me!), I am trying to help them think critically about 
where they go and what they allow “in” online, and 
how to recognize the never-ending shallows for 
what they are: empty.

When is the right time to allow our children on 
social media or unrestrained Internet access? The 
most extreme answer is, when you’re done raising 
them. When you think they are fully formed, when 
you don’t want to have any more direct influence in 
their life, or when you think they’re ready to take on 
the world by themselves: then launch them onto the 
open Internet and social media. Delay the influence 
as long as possible. Jonathan Haidt recommends 
social media after age 16. Dr. Mikhail Varshavski 
(“Doctor Mike”) thinks we should “treat it just as 
we do any mind-altering substance: cigarettes, nico-
tine, alcohol.”3 

All our screens take us away from the present 
and from the precious people around us. We can 
say: “I’m back!” more often, or not leave in the first 
place. We can remain “in the room” with loved ones, 
practicing the skills of connecting and engaging. 
We can stop the potential harms by not allowing 
our children to be part of the Internet and the so-
cial-media gamble. We can refocus our attention on 
deep, eternal things; we can become still and pres-
ent in God’s Kingdom. 

1.  “The Russell Moore 
Show – Jonathan 
Haidt Says Social 
Media Is Making 
America Stupid,” 
YouTube video up-
loaded by Christianity 
Today, 19 May 2022, 
www.youtube.com/
wa t c h?v=1zO z jw-
997nU.

2.  Jonathan Haidt, 
“The Dangerous Ex-
periment on Teen 
Girls,” The Atlantic, 
21 November 2021, 
h t t p s : / / w w w. t h e -
atlantic.com/ideas/
a r c h i v e / 2 0 2 1 / 1 1 /
facebooks-dangerous-
e x p e r i m e n t - t e e n -
girls/620767/

3.  “Doctor Mike on 
Anxiety & Social 
Media | Conversation 
W/ Jonathan Haidt,” 
YouTube, uploaded 
by Doctor Mike, 
25 August 2019, 
www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=qUSMbM 
zm1Ko (at 35:22:00 
minutes).



Ora et Labora:  
FINDING GOD IN THE SOIL

Fr. Peter Kavanaugh

“The soil is the great connector of lives, the source and destination of all.  
It is the healer and restorer.” – Wendell Berry
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he day began with Mass in the bit-
ing cold, the moon above us, and the 
cattle lowing outside the chapel. It 

was peaceful … and wild. After a warm-
ing cup of coffee, we gathered by the barn 

to feed the pigs, tend to the sheep, and 
gather eggs. The day carried on as adults 

and children worked the dirt together, pausing only 
to pray the Angelus, heads bowed, and hearts fo-
cused on Our Blessed Lady. After work was done, it 
was time for Compline, and at last a refreshing meal 
by the flickering campfire. Time changes when you 
spend consecutive days under the open sky. Eternity 
penetrates the mundane. The earth is charged with 
wonder.

This March, we gathered for our first Lenten 
Retreat at the Ave Maria Farm. It was a life-chang-
ing experience. We were tired, chilled, hungry, and 
aching at times, but it was all worth it.

Ora et Labora. St. Benedict taught us this long 
ago, and his words ring true today. “Prayer and 
work,” in the garden, within the community, joined 
to Christ and the sacraments: life is enchanted.

The Ave Maria Farm is a small community 
in Northern Texas dedicated to a vision. It began 
when we started asking questions. What would it 
look like to live a life centered around sacramental 
worship, traditional values, fellowship, and a healthy 
relationship with nature and dirt? We felt it was 
time to step back and reprioritize, and, along the 
road, to join up with others who share the same vi-
sion. Now, you will find here on our homestead the 
main farmhouse and three tiny homes, a small cha-
pel, a pole barn and community garden, and a small 
herd of cattle, sheep, pigs, chickens, and Bonita, the 
family donkey. 

We built the tiny homes to provide a place for 
young adults enjoying a gap year, studying at col-
lege, or just along for the adventure, who want to 
start their adult life on a solid foundation, experi-
ence community, and learn basic farming skills. We 
are also a fifteen-minute drive from Midwestern 
State University and our parish, St. Benedict Or-
thodox Church, in Wichita Falls. The Church offers 
daily Mass and Rosary services, catechism,  spiritual 
life classes, and a classical co-operative school for 
homeschooling families. We are building a life 
grounded on work, prayer, dialogue, and beauty, and 
we welcome you to get involved.

What is our work about? The Venerable  Cardinal 

Newman sums it up here as well as any could. May 
it be true in our lives today.

When the bodily frame receives an injury, or is 
seized with some sudden malady, nature may be ex-
pected to set right the evil, if left to itself, but she 
requires time; science comes in to shorten the pro-
cess and is violent that it may be certain. This may 
be taken to illustrate St. Benedict’s mode of coun-
teracting the miseries of life. He found the world, 
physical and social, in ruins, and his mission was to 
restore it in the way, not of science, but of nature, 
not as if setting about to do it, not professing to 
do it by any set time or by any rare specific or by a 
series of strokes, but so quietly, patiently, gradually, 
that often, till the work was done, it was not known 
to be doing. It was a restoration, rather than a visi-
tation, correction, or conversation. The new world 
which he helped to create was a growth rather than 
a structure. Silent men were observed about the 
country, or discovered in the forest, digging, clear-
ing, and building; and other silent men, not seen, 
were sitting in the cold cloister, tiring their eyes, and 
keeping their attention on the stretch, while they 
painfully deciphered and copied and re-copied the 
manuscripts which they had saved. There was no 
one that  ‘contended, or cried out,’ or drew attention 
to what was going on; but by degrees the woody 
swamp became a hermitage, a religious house, a 
farm, an abbey, a village, a seminary, a school of 
learning, and a city. Roads and bridges connected 
it with other abbeys and cities, which had similar-
ly grown up; and what the haughty Alaric or fierce 
Attila had broken to pieces, these patient men had 
brought together and made to live again.”1

Unplug from the Machine. Tune in to God’s 
Reality.

1.  Cardinal Newman, 
A Benedictine Educa-
tion: The Mission of 
Saint Benedict and The 
Benedictine Schools, pp. 
37–38.



Beloved brothers, sisters, and spiritual children,
Christ Is Risen! Truly, He Is Risen!
We greet you today in this festive and exalted 

Paschal period, having our eyes fixed on the cross of 
suffering, and knowing that the Lord of glory trans-
formed this cross of suffering into a cross of glory. 
Today, we remember the cross carried by the Chris-
tians living in this Middle East, suffering from 
murder, displacement, and terror. Today, we remem-
ber the spear which has marked for us Christians, in 
the last two thousand years, the Passion of our Lord 
at Calvary, and the other spear which has wounded 
us for the last ten years ago, and this wound has not 
been healed. Today, we remember the kidnapping 
of our brothers, the Archbishops of Aleppo, You-
hanna Ibrahim and Boulos Yazigi, which occurred 
on April 22, 2013. 

Ten years have passed. As Christians, we con-
tinue to affirm that we rely only on our Lord for 
our presence here in this land of the East. Ten years 
have passed. As Christians, we continue to affirm 
that we are abiding here against all odds. We are 
here as living witnesses of Jesus of Nazareth, Who 
loved us and Whom we love. Ten years have passed, 
and we affirm that we have been tirelessly following 
up on this case. We have knocked on the doors of 

local and foreign governments, embassies, and re-
ligious and civil authorities, in the hope of receiv-
ing just a glimmer of hope about this issue. We 
would like to share all this information with you, 
dear brothers and sisters, and all that we have done 
in this case and many other cases. We continue our 
efforts in this regard. Even now, we are determined 
with all our strength to discern what is factual in all 
the darkness enveloping this case, a case which in-
volves the agonies of abduction and the humiliation 
of human dignity. This case calls for more than just 
saying sweet words about human rights. Human 
rights are politicized according to interests. The in-
ternational community and governments, however, 
ought to work seriously to implement these rights, 
instead of taking the position of blindness, incapac-
itation, and satisfaction with uttering words of con-
demnation and denunciation. 

In this bright week of glorious Pascha, we recall 
that, first and foremost, we are the children of the 
Resurrection, despite all hardships. We also recall 
that the tears shed by the myrrh-bearing women 
who mourned Christ turned, after the Resurrection, 
into tears of gladness and joy, beholding the Master 
Who has overcome death and destroyed the  power 
of the evil one. As Christians, the kidnapping of both 

JOINT STATEMENT 

TEN YEARS  
AFTER THE 
KIDNAPPING 
OF THE  
ARCHBISHOPS 
OF ALEPPO
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bishops invites us to reflect on the fact that  everyone 
is targeted in this East. The bishops’ kidnappers did 
not ask about denomination, affiliation, or religion. 
The two bishops were kidnapped because they were 
a fragrant scent emanating from the sweet-smelling 
witness of the Church of Antioch, the Church of 
this land. Here is where the Apostles first walked, 
the cradle from which the sparks of Christianity 
spread to all the world. No earthquake or calam-
ity shall overcome the Church. These circumstances 
invite us to conduct a profound existential review of 
the history of our existence here, and to the need for 
strengthening our cohesion in this wounded East. 
The call for us to continue to bear witness to our 
Lord, not only by maintaining stone structures, but 
also by the authenticity of the faith of our children 
and their presence in the land of their ancestors, and 
by shunning any ethnic or factional extremism that 
weakens their witness for Christ Jesus, Who wished 
that all be one.

In the midst of this Bright Pascha, we are set 
to behold the countenance of Jesus, from Whom 
we draw power and mercy despite all that surround 
us. We cry out to Him from the bottom of the 
heart, bowing the knee of the soul, and saying: You 
have brought us forth, making us from the clay of 

this land. You willed for us to be witnesses to your 
Holy Name. Strengthen us, O Lord, to live up to 
the testimony entrusted to us. Wipe away our bur-
dens with the light of Your Resurrection. Calm the 
impulses of war and instill in us the spirit of Your 
peace. O God, be with the abductees, and with all 
those who are in distress and affliction. O Savior, 
the world yearns for the sweetness of Your peace. 
We implore You in this glorious Paschal season, and 
we heartily bow before You, prostrating and chant-
ing from the depth of our soul:

“Christ is risen from the dead, trampling down 
death by death, and to those in the tombs bestow-
ing life.”

Damascus, 22 April 2023.

JOHN X
Greek Orthodox Patriarch

of Antioch and All the East

IGNATIUS APHREM II
Syriac Patriarch of Antioch and All the

East and Supreme Head of Universal
Syriac Orthodox Church



FAT H E R  A N D R E W 
D A M I C K  S P E A K S  AT 

L I B E R T Y  U N I V E R S I T Y 
O C F  E V E N T

On April 1st, 2023, Liberty 
University Orthodox Christian 
Fellowship hosted Fr. Andrew 
Stephen Damick as a lecturer on 
Liberty’s campus. Fr. Andrew is 
the Chief Content Officer of An-
cient Faith Ministries, the author 
of several books, and the host of 
several popular Orthodox Chris-
tian podcasts.

 This event has been the Lib-
erty OCF’s largest event to date 
since its official recognition by 
Liberty University in August, 
2022, and marks the first time the 
OCF has hosted a guest speaker.

With over a hundred guests in 
attendance, Orthodox Christians 
and inquirers 
alike were able to 
hear Fr. Andrew’s 
presentation, ti-
tled “Salvation 
and the Unseen 
World.” Fr. An-
drew’s presenta-
tion, which was 
divided into two 
parts, covered 
questions such 
as, “What do de-
mons have to do 
with the Gos-
pel?” and “What 
do Angels have 
to do with Sal-
vation?” Much of 
Fr. Andrew’s pre-
sentation mate-

rial comes from his latest book: 
“Arise, O God: The Gospel of 
Christ’s Defeat of Demons, Sin, 
and Death.”

During his visit, Fr. Andrew 
gave Fr. Alban Waggener of Holy 
Trinity Orthodox Church a copy 
of the Axion Estin of Emmaus. 
This icon, enshrined at St. Paul 
Antiochian Orthodox Church of 
Emmaus, Pennsylvania, is mod-
eled on the original Axion Es-
tin (“It Is Truly Meet”) icon of 
Mount Athos.

Holy Trinity Orthodox Church 
is a Western Rite Orthodox Par-
ish serving the central Virginia 
area. Holy Trinity had its origins 
in the Anglican parish of Christ 
Church in Lynchburg. By 2006, 
Bishop Robert Waggener and 
most of the members had made 
the decision to seek entry into 

the Orthodox Church. Under the 
guidance of Fr. Michael Keiser, 
of blessed memory, and the cat-
echesis of Fr. Nicholas Alford, 
some 27 were baptized or chris-
mated on Pentecost 2006. Bish-
op Waggener was ordained to 
the Orthodox priesthood in Sep-
tember of 2006, with his baptis-
mal name of Alban. Since then, 
the parish has met at six differ-
ent locations in Lynchburg. With 
the help of some generous bene-
factors, and diligent saving, Holy 
Trinity was able to purchase a 
suitable building for cash in June 
2018, and eventually moved into 
the church building in October 
2020. Since then, the parish has 
grown at a consistent pace, with 
most of its parishioners being 
converts to the faith.
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It is often said that the Church is a hospital.  
I have always had mixed feelings about this saying. Is the Church  

made up entirely of sick people? Overall, the answer is no.  
This may be because sickness is not the most accurate way to describe our 

state. Perhaps it is better to say that there are aspects of ourselves that are 
fallen, distorted from the way God that intended them, and in need of 

restoration. This is true of all of us. So there are those of us in the Church 
presently who are not so much sick, but in the continuous  

process of restoring the fallen or distorted aspects of ourselves.

THE TRUE IDENTITY  
AND MISSION  

OF A  
HEALTHY PARISH 

COMMUNITY
Fr. Joshua Makoul



It is important to note that we exist as a hospital 
not just for those within, but also for those on the 
outside, and those who will yet join our commu-
nity. A healthy parish has the power to heal and re-
store one’s humanity. The present world has a way of 
marring and distorting our humanity making it far 
from how God intended it to be. As a parish com-
munity, we are called to have the opposite effect on 
the souls who wander into our community. Indeed, 
every parishioner has the opportunity, ability, and 
calling to become a physician of souls.

I have observed individuals come into our com-
munity in a very troubled state, a state that made it 
difficult for others to approach or embrace them. 
I have had the blessing of seeing those same indi-
viduals be transformed over time. Gradually, over 
the months or years, they became more balanced, 
healthy, and whole. In essence, their  humanity was 
being restored. They experienced love from  others 
in the parish, and in turn learned that they are 
worthy of love, and that they ought not to loathe 
themselves anymore. They experienced the way 
God meant for us to be and to live. They experi-
enced a healthy family, and got a second chance 
at having a nurturing family, often quite different 

from the one in which they were raised. 
A warm, healthy, and loving community will 

not expel such souls upon encountering them, but 
will surround them with acceptance, love, affirma-
tion, and occasionally, of course, boundaries. Even 
boundaries teach and challenge those on the re-
ceiving end to mature and grow. The parish  family 
gives the gift of belonging, love, and safety. This 
is a healing gift. It is a gift we are all qualified to 
give. The most recent research on healing from ad-
verse life-experiences indicates that healing can oc-
cur most effectively when we have deep experiences 
that override what the fear part of the brain tells us. 
A healthy parish community has the power to give 
those deep experiences.

It is a beautiful thing to observe the restoration 
of a wounded and damaged person. It is much like 
the healing of the demoniac in the gospel. What 
Christ did in an instant, we as a parish community 
do over time, through radiating the mercy and love 
of Christ. Indeed, this world is much like the tombs 
among which the infamous Gadarene demoniac 
dwelled. It has become a lonely place that can drive 
people to madness, and to become like the demo-
niac of the gospel. Today, the actual habitation of a 
demon is not needed: the present world is able to 
do it on its own. 

Christ instructed us to spread the gospel, but 
He also healed every person he encountered who 
sought healing. We are to do both. Nearly everyone 
healed by Christ became a believer. We are to spread 
the gospel not only through the power of the word 
or through teaching, but through our presence, love, 
mercy, and affirmation. For the parish setting, heal-
ing is not only an individual act, but a communal 
one. Also, healing is not merely a restorative act: it 
is also evangelistic. 

Therefore, we should be encouraged, knowing 
that we are not powerless nor helpless. It is the call-
ing of every parish community to engage in this re-
storative and healing work. A community’s ability 
to do this is the true criteria of its health and suc-
cess. It is not the number of projects accomplished, 
nor its membership numbers. Each of us has the 
power to contribute to this wonderful and beauti-
ful healing ministry. The opportunity exists at every 
coffee hour, every church service, and every commu-
nal meal and gathering. So, truly we are all called to 
become a physician of souls. We need only dispense 
the medicine of love, safety, and affirmation.
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I can think of no better example of this than 
the episode in the Gospels in which Jesus heals the 
paralytic who is brought to him by friends (Mat-
thew 9:2; Mark 2:3; Luke 5:18). St. Mark and St. 
Luke relate the great effort made by these friends 
to seek the Lord’s help: breaking up the tiling and 
roof, and then lowering their friend down into the 
midst of the crowd around Christ (Mark 2:4; Luke 
5:19). As dramatic as this scene is, the key moment 
that gets the scribes and Pharisees tittering is when 
Christ turns to the paralytic and announces these 
saving words: “Son, be of good cheer; thy sins be 
forgiven thee” (Matthew 9:2; Mark 2:5–7; Luke 
5:20–21).

What is often overlooked, however (and most 
certainly was in my Protestant upbringing), is 
that the Lord’s saving words are spoken because 
He sees the faith of the man’s friends. Each of the 
synoptic evangelists highlights this truth: Jesus 
acts and speaks when he sees their faith, the faith 
of the four friends, not the faith of the paralyzed 
man (Matthew 9:2; Mark 2:5; Luke 5:20). Among 
other things, these few words (“Jesus, seeing their 
faith, said . . .” [Matthew 9.2]) indicate that the 
man’s paralysis is not simply physical. His condi-
tion, most likely his despair and hopelessness, and 
perhaps even his weak or even non-existent faith in 
God’s healing hand, has paralyzed this man’s soul 
and nearly extinguished his desire and ability to 
pray, “Heal me, O Lord, and I shall be healed; save 

me, and I shall be saved: for thou art my praise” 
 ( Jeremiah 17:14).

In his homily on this Gospel, St. Peter Chryso-
logus underlines this point:

[The paralytic] makes no response to grace, 
because he was more interested in a cure for 
his body than for his soul, and he was la-
menting the temporal afflictions enfeebling 
his body so much that he failed to lament the 
eternal punishments of his soul that was even 
more enfeebled, and so considered his present 
life dearer to him than the future one. Rightly 
then does Christ regard the faith of those who 
brought him and overlook the folly of the man 
lying there in such a state, that by virtue of the 
others’ faith the soul of the paralytic would be 
cured before his body.
So, rather than seeing the man on the mat, the 

Lord Jesus sees the friends. Instead of hunting for 
the faith of the one, He beholds the faith of the 
many who aid this poor man. “Notice … God does 
not seek the will of the foolish, he does not wait for 
the faith of the ignorant, and he does not examine 
all the senseless desires of the infirm, but he comes to 
help thanks to someone else’s faith, so that he may grant 
through grace alone, and not deny, whatever is of the 
divine will” (St. Peter Chrysologus). 

This episode is an excellent instruction on the 
benefit and necessity of intercessory prayer. By 
their actions, with their faith, the friends present 

THE BENEFIT OF FRIENDS
Fr. John Fenton
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their petition to the Lord. But this episode also 
teaches us about more than prayer. Our Lord ac-
knowledges not just the friends’ hope that Christ 
will help him. He sees their faith made visible 
through their deeds, and uses it to fashion His 
miracle. Their merit, then, of hauling their friend 
through the streets,  encouraging him along the 
way, going to extreme lengths to place him in front 
of Christ, ignoring ridicule and fear – their merit 
for their friend bene fits his salvation.

St. Ambrose, in his commentary on this epi-
sode, lauds the merits of these friends: “Great is 
the Lord, who through the merits of some (qui ali-
orum merito ignoscit aliis) forgives others, and while 
He proves some, excuses the faults of others. Why, 
O man, has your companion no power with you, 
when with the Lord a slave has the merit of in-
tervention (interueniendi meritum) and the right of 
obtainment?” (Commentary on Luke, Book 5.11).

This episode, recorded in three different gos-
pels, is not the only instance of Christ extending 
healing, wholeness, and salvation to someone based 
directly on the deeds of another. The nobleman’s 
son is healed due to the father’s faith and merits 
pleading before Christ ( John 4:46ff.) The centuri-
on’s servant is healed due to the commander’s con-
fidence and efforts (Matthew 8:5ff.; Luke 7:1ff.). 
The  Canaanite woman’s daughter, too, is exorcised, 
also at a distance, because the mother persists and 
offers a faith-based counterargument to Christ 
(Matthew 15:21ff; Mark 7.24ff.). What is striking 
about these last two incidents is that both the cen-
turion and the mother are pointedly described as 
Gentiles, and therefore persons whose faith is un-
expected, if not also nascent. In either case, each of 
these instances, and many more, indicate the value 
and benefit of friends who aid our salvation, not 
merely by supporting us or praying for us, but with 
their faith-filled actions.

Like St. Paul, St. James understands that friends 
aid our salvation. He directs the sick, whether 
physically or spiritually unwell, to call upon the 
Church through her priests. These friends, by their 
ministrations and prayers, “shall save the sick [per-
son].” Forgiveness and healing result from these 
efforts. Especially when we are caught up in our 
fears and anxieties, “the effectual fervent prayer of 
a righteous [person] availeth much.” This apostolic 
encouragement is then sealed with the example of 
Elias, whose merits and prayers brought health and 

material salvation to many ( James 5:13–18).
Merits, that is the deeds and efforts of others, 

can be distinguished but not uncoupled from their 
prayers. As we see from the men who bring the 
paralytic, righteous merits are a prayer of faith in 
action. As St. James indicates, prayers of faith are 
effectual because of the righteous deeds or merits 
of the men or women who offer them. Based on 
these Gospel stories and comments by the Holy 
Apostles, from the outset and through the centu-
ries the Church has extolled the benefits of friends 
for our salvation, not just in their prayers, but also 
in their saintly conduct. These saints, as friends of 
ours, benefit us by their prayers precisely because 
of their merits. 

For this reason, in one of his Ember Fast ser-
mons, St. Leo the Great encourages his faithful 
Roman Christians to pray based on the merits of 
the Holy Apostle Peter: “Let us fast therefore, on 
Wednesday and Friday; now on the sabbath let 
us keep vigil together at the tomb of S. Peter the 
Apostle, by whose merits may we be able to ob-
tain that which we ask (cujus suffragantibus meri-
tis), through our Lord Jesus Christ, who with the 
 Father and the Holy Spirit liveth and reigneth, 
world without end. Amen” (Sermon 13.2 on the 
Fast of the Tenth Month).

Yet our saintly friends benefit us by more than 
prayers rooted in their righteousness. The Church 
teaches that, like the paralytic, we benefit directly 
from the sacrifices, the death, and the deeds which 
the Saints have made for righteousness’ sake, as if 
these sacrifices were our own. Consider the merit 
of St. Xenia of Petersburg. For many years, with 
many sacrifices, she asked that her suffering might 
be applied to her deceased husband, that he might 
bene fit from her merits, and that what she did 
would be imputed not to her but to him. Consid-
er also the merit of St. Agatha who, after various 
tortures, was burned to death on hot coals, yet her 
veil did not burn thereby becoming a precious rel-
ic. Some years after her martyrdom, Mount Etna 
erupted, and a fire broke out. “The multitude of 
the heathen, fleeing to the tomb of the virgin, took 
thence her veil to defend them from the fire: that 
the Lord might show himself a deliverer from the 
burning, for the merits of Agatha (quod a periculis 
incendii meritis beatæ Agathæ) his blessed Martyr” 
(Benedictine Breviary).

These are not the only examples. We can also 
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consider the sufferings of Ss. Pelagia of Divievo, or 
Zosima of Paris. From earliest times until our own 
day, our holy fathers like St. Nikolai Velimirovic 
have openly stated that we can and even should 
take upon ourselves penances performed on behalf 
of others, and that God will credit these things to 
others, even if they know nothing about it.

Because of the salvific benefits from our de-
parted friends, the liturgy, both East and West, 
draws attention to those saints whose efforts, as 
well as their prayers, aid our salvation. In these 
prayers, we literally ask that we might receive 
and be credited with the reward earned by a 
particular saint because of his (her) sacrifice. For 
we are taught and so believe that we benefit di-
rectly from the sacrifices which the saints have 
made for righteousness’ sake, as if these sacri-
fices were our own.

As with the friends who bring the paralyt-
ic to Jesus, the efforts, works, and merits of our 
friends in this life or the saints in heaven build 
upon and magnify (rather than detract from) 
the grace of Our Lord. For these deeds show 
that Our Lord is most willing to overlook our 
weakened faith and our faltering prayers so that, 
“seeing their faith,” He may deal with us in His 
mercy. In my youth, I was taught that only the 
work of Christ was salvific; that His sufferings 
alone can aid my salvation. The Scriptures and 
the Church’s tradition, however, are clear that 
the glorification of Our Lord in His saints also 
means that someone else, like St. Xenia, or the 
Canaanite woman, or even an earthly friend, 
can perform some pious act which the Lord will 
see and credit to me; and that I may benefit and 
thereby claim the merits of my friends on my 
behalf for my saving health.



“A theologian is one who prays, and one who prays is 
a theologian” — Evagrius 

I have quoted this beautiful statement more 
times than I can count; yet somehow when I ar-
rived at the Antiochian House of Studies to begin 
work on a Master’s degree in theological studies, 
I was surprised. I came to study theology, so I ex-
pected complex readings, fascinating lectures, 
intense vocabulary, and intricate distinc-
tions. I didn’t anticipate, however, the joyful 
and grace-filled way in which these profes-
sors would “write the theology of the Church 
on their [students’] hearts and change them,” as 
His Grace, Bishop THOMAS so aptly put it. 

A theologian is one who prays! How can one 
possibly study theology as if it were merely a collec-
tion of texts? Our faith is incarnational; the Truth 
is a Person, who took flesh and walked among us. 
So it is natural and right that our theological work 
should take flesh as well. How often do we remind 
one another that Orthodoxy is a lived faith, that its 
praxis is key to developing our knowledge and love 
of God? Then, of course, this program must offer us 
a theology that lives not on a bookshelf, but which 
takes root in our hearts. 

This all seems obvious to me now, but when I set 
out at the end of August to fly from Texas to Penn-
sylvania, I wasn’t sure what to expect. What sort of 
people would I meet? Would they be cold and dis-
tant, academic and elitist? Would I be lonely? Could 
I keep up? Would the program’s expectations be too 
much for a busy mother?

You may know this program as the “St. Stephens 
Certificate” course, which has been offered for 42 
years, allowing Orthodox Christians with busy lives 

– careers, families – to undertake theological studies 
without moving to a full-time seminary. In addition 
to that certificate course, the Antiochian House of 
Studies offers various Masters and Doctoral pro-
grams, and as of this June, the school has received 
full accreditation through the Association of Theo-
logical Schools. 

The Master’s program requires two one-week 
residencies, during which we gather at An-
tiochian Village in Pennsylvania. Through-
out the rest of the year, we’ll undertake 
 rigorous coursework at home, and in the final 

year, we’ll produce a Master’s thesis. In addition, 
each of us must create and implement an annual 

Praxis Project, a program or resource designed to 
assist and enhance our home parishes (and perhaps 
others). It is an ambitious and beautiful program, 
and God willing, we’ll accomplish much in these 
three years!

First, however, there is the week-long residency. 
I had set aside this week, looked forward to it, pur-
chased textbooks and notebooks and airplane tick-
ets, and now finally the moment had come. I had 
arrived, and as I climbed aboard our shuttle to the 
Village, I looked at the crowd around me. 

The students are a mixture of people from dif-
ferent walks of life. Many are like me: middle-aged 
people with established careers, hoping that we have 
enough time, now that the kids are out of the house, 
to finally dive into our Orthodox faith – and pray-
ing that we still have it in us to study and to write 
papers! While most of us have long been Orthodox, 
a few are new converts (or even catechumens!) fall-
ing in love with this faith, and yearning to know 
more. We have young professionals and young 
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 parents, just getting started in ministry, and hoping 
to gain the necessary understanding to serve Christ 
and His Church well. There are men whose priests 
have suggested that they pursue the diaconate, and 
priests who have come for further education in the 
Church they love. One thing unites us: every one of 
us shares a profound love of Christ and of His Holy 
Church, and each of us has come to move ever more 
deeply into this Orthodox faith.

At breakfast on the first morning, a group of us 
discussed the curious and delightful energy we were 
seeing among the clergy who run the Antiochian 
House of Studies. They have a childlike joy about 
them, and a camaraderie that you cannot miss. They 
laugh together, glowing with excitement. Mark, the 
father of five young kids, commented that in other, 
non-Orthodox circles, one often hears people say 
that seminaries can easily become “the place where 
faith goes to die.” We’ve heard pastors and writers 
say that they were aflame with excitement about 
Christ, but found that their academic experiences 
at seminary trampled that spark, exhausting them 
spiritually. Mark marveled that this just didn’t seem 
possible in this Orthodox environment. These pro-
fessors are aflame, and they were already igniting 
sparks all around them. We knew we had entered 
into something very special. 

The leaders of the Antiochian House of Studies 
often remind us that this is a house: it is intend-
ed to become a home, from which we don’t mere-
ly study about God, but in which we get to know 
Him.  After all, the Truth is a Person, and we want 
to know Christ, to be filled with Him, not just to 
read some books about Him. Indeed, by the end of 
the first day, it already felt like home, and we felt like 
an enormous, joyful, chattering family. 

We have come here to seek God, and we seek 
Him everywhere. The day begins and ends in the 
chapel; we will seek Him as we worship together, 
the Body of Christ gathered. We find Him around 
the table as we break bread together. We explore 

Him in the Scriptures, in the theology texts, in 
the liturgical prayers and in the chanting. Even in 
Church History, we will seek to discern His hand in 
the unfolding of great events. 

My roommate, Jessica, an elementary-school 
music teacher, is pursuing her Master’s on the 
Church Music track, studying Byzantine Chant in 
addition to theology. She related with wide-eyed 
 excitement how, in her first class, the instructor 
asked how one prepares to chant. Students  offered 
various clever vocal exercises, only to be told that 
one must begin by dropping to one’s knees. We 
must empty ourselves, that we may be filled with 
the Holy Spirit, so that the Holy Spirit can sing 
through us. Of course.

This program is truly Orthodox, not just because 
the impressive crowd of professors is made up of 
Orthodox bishops and priests, and not just because 
its teachings are in line with the Creeds and the 
Fathers. This program is Orthodox because those 
teaching it know that theology is so much more 
than words on a page. We are carrying the grace 
we’ve received home with us, to our families and 
our parishes, ready to begin the next chapter. Back 
in the rhythm of our daily lives, where we’re learn-
ing to integrate good study habits into already busy 
schedules, we’re reading Hymn of Entry by Archi-
mandrite Vasileios. He tells us, “Theology is born 
from the Church and returns to it. It flows from 
spiritual life and guides us to the fulness of the 
Kingdom. By its nature theology, as a mystery, re-
mains outside any ‘specialization.’ It concerns the 
whole people.” (page 23).

Indeed, it does, and may our experiences here in 
the Antiochian House of Studies turn us into whole 
people, as our instructors “take theology and make 
it take flesh” (as Bishop Thomas says). Please pray 
for all of us students, as we labor to know God bet-
ter and to dive ever deeper into Holy Tradition.
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America.



O R D I N AT I O N S

GIANNAKAKOS,  Mykel, to the holy diaconate 
by Bishop ANTHONY at the Presanctified Lit-
urgy, April 5, 2023, at St. Nicholas Church, Grand 
Rapids, Michigan.
GIANNAKAKOS, Deacon Mykel, to the holy 
priesthood by Bishop ANTHONY at the Vesperal 
Liturgy of Basil the Great, Holy Thursday, April 13, 
2023, at St. Nicholas Church, Grand Rapids, Mich-
igan. Fr. Mykel is attached to the parish.
McCLANAHAN, Deacon Philip, to the holy 
priesthood by Bishop JOHN on April 23, 2023, at 
St. Andrew Church, Riverside, California.
SALVIA, Deacon Andrew, to the holy priesthood 
by Metropolitan SABA on Holy Saturday, April 15, 
2023, at St. Ignatius Church, Florida, New York.
THORNBURG, Deacon Joseph, to the holy priest-
hood by Metropolitan SABA on Holy Thursday, 
April 13, 2023, at St. Anthony Church,  Bergenfield, 
New Jersey.

T R A N S F E R S

BALLARD, Fr. John, attached to St. Anthony 
Church, Spring, Texas, effective June 15, 2023.
DALY, Fr. Raphael, assigned as Pastor of St. Luke 
Church, Erie, Colorado, effective September 1, 
2023.
FINE, Fr. Nicholas, assigned as Pastor of St. An-
thony Church, Bergenfield, New Jersey, effective 
June 1, 2023.
GILBERT, Fr. Anthony, assigned as Pastor of St. 
George Church, Grand Rapids, Michigan, effective 
July 1, 2023.
HERNANDEZ, Fr. Thomas, attached to St. An-
drew Church in Riverside, California, effective June 
1, 2023.
HONORE, Fr. Andrew, assigned to full-time Navy 
chaplaincy, effective July 1, 2023.
HYATT, Fr. David, assigned as Pastor of St.  Michael 
Church, Greensburg, Pennsylvania, effective July 9, 
2023.
IBRAHIM, Fr. Michael, assigned as Pastor of St. 
Elias Church, Syracuse, New York, effective Janu-
ary 15, 2023.

KEES, Fr. Symeon, assigned as Pastor of St. Rapha-
el of Brooklyn Church, Iowa City, Indiana, effective 
August 1, 2023.
KFOUF, Fr. Ayman, assigned as Dean of St. George 
Cathedral, Coral  Gables, Florida, effective July 1, 
2023.
McCLANAHAN, Fr. Philip, assigned as Pastor of 
St. Athanasius Church, Sacramento, California, ef-
fective May 27, 2023.
SALVIA, Fr. Andrew, assigned as Second Priest of 
St. Elias Church, Austin, Texas, effective August 1, 
2023.
THORNBURG, Fr. Joseph, assigned as Pastor of 
St. Silouan the Athonite Church, College Station, 
Texas, effective June 15, 2023.
VALENTINE, Fr. Ignatius, assigned as Pastor of 
St. Nicholas Church, Cedarburg, Wisconsin, effec-
tive August 1, 2023.
VAZQUEZ, Fr. John, assigned as Pastor of St. 
George Church, Albany, New York, effective June 
1, 2023.
VEST, Fr. Ephraim, assigned as Pastor of St. Elias 
Church, Sylvania, Ohio, effective July 1, 2023.

R E T I R E M E N T S

HOWELL, Fr. Stephen, effective April 7, 2023.
MOGA, Fr. David, effective February 7, 2023.
MUSTIAN, Fr. David, effective September 1, 2023.
NOSAL, Fr. John, effective July 9, 2023.

R E P O S E D

EL-FAR, V. Rev. Alexandros, reposed in Christ on 
March 20, 2023, predeceased by his wife of near-
ly 70 years, Khouria Yasmine. Fr. Alexandros is 
survived by sisters Alice and Katherine; children 
 Henry (Fawzeya), Nicholas, Nola (Najib), and Sub-
deacon Karim ( Jasmin); and grandchildren Jessy, 
Nancy, Nesrine, Julian, Elias, Matthias, Simon, 
Gabi, Fayez, Alexandros and Antonios.

Fr. Alexandros (Fr. Iskandar) was a remarkable 
figure, whose life was characterized by service, de-
votion, and love for his community. He was born in 
Palestine and served in Lebanon, Jordan, and the 
United States. Fr. Alexandros’ journey was filled 
with challenges, through which he maintained his 
faith and an unwavering commitment to his  spiritual A
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calling. His spiritual journey took him from Beirut, 
Lebanon, to Brooklyn, New York, back to Jordan, 
and to California, during which he served in various 
capacities. Finally, he established All Saints Mission 
Church in Rohnert Park, California.

Fr. Alexandros was ordained a deacon on Feb-
ruary 26, 1961, at St. Nicholas Church in Beirut, 
and a priest on March 5, 1961, at St. George Or-
thodox Church of Burmana. On March 25, 1961, 
he received the epigonation (shield) to hear confes-
sions and he celebrated his first liturgy on April 1, 
1961, at Ein Jdeidah. Fr. Alexandros served as a 
 parish rector at St. John the Baptist and Forerunner 
Church in Wadi Chahrour Al Oulia. He was ele-
vated to Archpriest (protopapas) on December 31, 
1972, by His Eminence Metropolitan EPIPHA-
NIOS (Zayed) of Akkar, Lebanon.

Throughout his time in the Middle East and 
during periods of war there, Fr. Alexandros pro-
vided spiritual guidance and served others, even be-
yond his own community. He assisted as a substitute 
clergyman from 1967 to 1972, filling in for missing 
clergy. Despite the challenges and persecution in his 
surroundings, Fr. Alexandros fearlessly continued to 
serve and bring hope to those around him.

In 1972, Fr. Alexandros served at St. Nicholas 
Cathedral, Brooklyn, New York – established by St. 
Raphael of Brooklyn – for four months, as well as 
St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church in Manhat-
tan. Upon returning to Lebanon from 1972 to1985, 
he served the Archdiocese of Tyre and Sidon, at 
St. Nicholas Cathedral in Sidon and St. Thom-
as Church in Tyre. During the Lebanese war, Fr. 
 Alexandros was given permission by His Eminence 
Metropolitan BOULOS (Khoury) to transfer and 
serve Salt, Jordan’s Orthodox community, from 
1985 to 1993.
HARB, Archdeacon Joseph, 83, fell asleep in the 
Lord on March 9, 2023. Born December 15, 1939, 
in Palestine, Archdeacon Joe was proud of his rich 
Arabic-speaking heritage and his Orthodox faith, 
which together guided him throughout his life. As 
an immigrant to the United States, Archdeacon Joe 
became a proud American. He served in the U.S. 
Navy in a civilian role, making this his career. He 
was a proud, too, to be a veteran. 

Through his twenty-plus years of service as a 
clergyman,  Archdeacon  Joe truly fulfilled God’s 
calling for him. He served at St. George Church, 

Akron, Ohio, first with Fr. Lou Mahshie, and more 
recently with Fr. John Alassaf.

Archdeacon Joe will be missed by his wife, 
 children, grandchildren, family, and all of our pa-
rishioners. He was a loving husband, father, grand-
father, and friend. He was the beloved husband 
of Gloria (née Ronan);  loving father of Joseph Jr. 
(Shay) and Debra Harb; cherished grandfather of 
Arianna, Jaden, Conner, Jessica, DJ, and Alex; dear 
brother of Sy and Terry, and those who predeceased 
him: Sami, Issa, Albert, George, and Harb; and an 
uncle and friend to many. All funeral services will be 
held at St. Matthew the Evangelist Church, North 
Royalton, Ohio, celebrated by Bishop  ANTHONY.
SHAHDA, V. Rev. Fr. Joseph, fell asleep in the 
Lord on April 1, 2023. In his 30 years of ministry, 
he pastored  St. Mary Church,  Johnstown, Penn-
sylvania, and St. George Church, Houston, Texas. 
Both churches remember him as a great shepherd 
and a loving family man, devoted to the betterment 
of all those whose lives he touched.

His Grace Bishop THOMAS of Oakland, 
Charleston and the Mid-Atlantic served along-
side Fr. Joseph in Houston in a number of capaci-
ties  from 1983 to 1996, including as his  assistant 
pastor. In his letter to Fr. Joseph’s family, His Grace 
lauded his mentor, but also lamented that “the les-
sons I learned from him came by looking in the 
rearview mirror, as opposed to learning them as I 
stood at his right side.”

V. Rev. Fr. James Shadid, current pastor at St. 
George Church, Houston, also  praised his prede-
cessor. “His guidance and love for others will always 
be remembered as a cornerstone of his actions. His 
work as an Orthodox priest will never be forgotten 
by his parishes, and his devotion as a family man 
will always be remembered as an example to his 
children and grandchildren.”

Fr. Joseph is survived by his wife, Khouria Anita; 
his sons, Joseph and James; his daughters-in-law, 
Amy and Norma; and his grandchildren Samuel, 
Joseph, Julia and James. 
PALMER, Protodeacon George (Robert),  81,  of 
Benbrook, Texas,  reposed in the Lord on Palm 
Sunday, April 9, 2023, with Shamassy Linda, his 
wife of 56 years, and family by his side. 

Ordained a deacon in the Antiochian Arch-
diocese in 1999, Protodeacon George  served  in 
two  Texas parishes:  St. Peter  Church, Fort 



Worth,  and  Ss. Constantine and Helen  Church, 
Carollton. He was preceded in death by his parents, 
Mr. and Mrs. William Fred Palmer, and his broth-
ers, Douglas Palmer of Washington, and Francis 
Clarke Palmer of South Carolina. He is survived by 
his wife, Linda; sons, Robert C. Palmer II ( Jackie) 
of Mt. Vernon, and William Fred Palmer (Dawn) 
of Katy. Protodeacon George was blessed with eight 
grandchildren and eleven great-grandchildren; he is 
also survived by a number of brothers-in-law and 
sisters-in-law in numerous states.

Born in Rock Hill, South Carolina, on April 29, 
1941, Protodeacon  George  graduated from Rock 
Hill High School in 1959, and soon after joined 
the United States Marine Corps. He completed 
basic training at Parris Island, South Carolina, af-
ter which he was stationed at Camp Lejune, North 
Carolina. After serving a deployment as a fleet Ma-
rine to Japan, he completed his service in 1963. Pro-
todeacon George  returned to Rock Hill after his 
discharge, where he assisted his parents at the fam-
ily jewelry store until after his father’s passing. Dur-
ing this time he met Winthrop student Linda Lane. 
His courtship began a love that lasted for the next 
56 years.

Protodeacon George worked for various con-
struction firms. In 1966, his first son, Robert Calvin 
Palmer II, was born. Shortly after “little” Robert’s 
birth, “big” Robert would go to work for Duke En-
ergy in the construction of  various nuclear power 
plants. In 1971, a second son, William Fred Palmer, 
was born. Protodeacon and Sh. Linda made their 
home wherever the work was, which eventual-
ly meant a move to Denver, North Carolina. They 
made a bigger move in 1981 to Granbury, Texas to 
continue his career in construction for Piping De-
sign Services and then Bechtel Engineering. He 
eventually left the construction industry as a Quali-
ty Control/Quality Assurance Specialist and moved 
to Katy, Texas, to continue working for Bechtel. In 
1995, he accepted his final job with Alcon Labs, 
which brought him back to North Texas and Ben-
brook. After retirement, Protodeacon George  and 
Sh. Linda traveled throughout the U.S.

Protodeacon George  lead a long life of service 
to his fellow man. In addition to his many years in 
the holy diaconate, he served as a Scout leader and 
youth sports coach and volunteered with the Ben-
brook Police Department’s Citizens on  Patrol 
 Program.

OLDENBURG, Rita Susan, was born on March 
17, 1948, in Rochester, Minnesota. After high 
school, and graduation with a nursing degree, Rita 
made the trek to Anchorage, Alaska, in the early 
1970s with two girlfriends. There she met Michael 
Molloy, and they were married in October of 1973. 
They became an integral cornerstone of the St. John 
the Evangelist community in Eagle River, Alaska, 
as it made the journey into the Orthodox Church. 
Mike became Fr. Michael, and Rita became a 
priest’s wife, known as Khouria Rita. They became 
godparents to many children in the community, and 
eventually were blessed to adopt Stephen and Re-
gina to complete their family.

Like Martha, the gifted servant to Christ (Luke 
10:38–42), Khouria Rita was a servant to all, so un-
surprisingly she took the name of Martha as her 
saint’s name. She was always a pillar of strength and 
most dependable.

After many, many years in Alaska, they followed 
Regina and moved to Henderson, Nevada. There, 
Khouria Rita had the joy of spending time with 
her three granddaughters. The girls loved going to 
“grandma school,” where they enjoyed all types of 
crafts and projects. She passed away peacefully in 
the loving arms of Regina.

Khouria Rita will be missed most especial-
ly by her husband, Fr. Michael, children Regina 
(husband Mario), son Stephen,  and her precious 
granddaughters, Charisma, Avonlea and Theory.
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The world often en-
courages teens to act in 
a “grownup’’ manner, to 
forget the pleasures and 
characteristics of child-
hood, and put on a grown-
up  facade. In the Church, 
however, we are taught that 
childlike qualities are a very 
important part of our salvation. Now, this isn’t the 
first or last time you’ll hear that worldly views clash 
with the Church. If we dig deeper into the theme of 
childlike behavior and its correlation to the King-
dom of Heaven, however, we can learn a lot. First, 
I will tell you what our verse from Matthew means 
to me and describe some of the individual qualities 
of childlikeness. Then I will explain how the verse is 
relevant to our parishes and the Antiochian Arch-
diocese. Lastly, I will deal with the theme of being 
“converted” and relate it to our verse.

It is difficult to be a young person in the Church. 
It is a transitional period between having parents 
make important decisions for us, in terms of  daily 
living as well as our spiritual lives, and having to 
 assimilate the faith and live it on our own. This tran-
sition isn’t an easy task, especially when it comes to 
situations and obstacles that present themselves in 
high school and college. To understand our verse, I 

ask you to picture a young 
child who has complete 
and utter trust in her par-
ents. She does not under-
stand the world or know 
its dangers, and thus her 
parents care for her, guid-
ing her through new chal-
lenges and experiences. A 

child accepts the wisdom and love her parents show 
her as part of their care, and submit her will to theirs. 
We should be no different than this child in regard to 
God, no matter our age, and submit our will to His. 
To me, this verse means trusting God in all circum-
stances, accepting His decisions without becoming 
angry or questioning Him, and acting like Christ to 
truly show His light to the world. Let us look at this 
more closely for a better understanding of the verse. 

To trust God in all possible circumstances is a 
challenge. It is even more difficult to do in the course 
of our daily lives, especially when it seems as if we 
have ultimate power (and responsibility) in every 
area of our lives. “Just study a little harder!” or “build 
a better resume!” or (my least favorite) “try hard-
er next time, and it’ll all work out,” they say! Well, 
I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but it just 
won’t. If your trust in God is incomplete, you will ac-
complish nothing of value to Christ. In a world that 
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 prioritizes self-aggrandizement in its basest form, we 
are called by Christ to be the opposite. As was the 
case for  Peter walking on the water, when his faith 
faltered, so did his balance, and he began to sink. We 
must not be like Peter, and doubt the Lord. Even if 
we are bewildered or anxious about our future, we 
must understand and continue, steadfast in the con-
fidence that the Lord is with us, and will not let us 
drown. He says, “Therefore I tell you, do not be anx-
ious about your life, what you will eat or what you 
will drink, nor about your body, what you will put 
on” (Matthew 6:25–34). He also says, “Therefore do 
not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will 
be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own 
trouble.”

This year, I admit I had difficulty accepting God’s 
decisions concerning my future. I had “a plan” for 
my college destination and the way my life would 
unfold after my senior year of high school. I envi-
sioned myself at this school, followed all their so-
cial media accounts, and watched “Day-in-My-Life” 
YouTube videos throughout the application season. 
Jesus Christ, however, had a different plan. My pre-
ferred school waitlisted me, which initially caused 
me a great deal of anguish and confusion. “Why! I 

was perfect for that school!” I thought. I was quick 
to question Him, but my parents reassured me that a 
plan was already made for me, had been so since be-
fore I was born, and was unfolding at this very mo-
ment. This experience tested my trust in God and 
brought me closer to Him. I had now to accept His 
plan for my life. All of us must be like little children 
and trust that God’s decisions in our life are for our 
best interest, even if we cannot see that immediately.

It is more important than ever to emulate Christ. 
Our world is hungering terribly for Him, although 
it is unaware of it. Our youth face problems that 
our parents and grandparents never thought pos-
sible. The pandemic was one thing, but social pres-
sures, mental health issues, gender identity, and many 
more, are serious issues that teens encounter daily. 
The world is hurting more than ever, and is lost. We 
must be a light for others. People will notice some-
thing different about us when we emulate Christ in 
our behavior. They will be attracted to our light and 
want to know more about our religion.

This verse can have an enormous impact on our 
churches and the Antiochian Archdiocese as a whole. 
To be childlike is to show purity, trust, innocence, 
and pure love. Our churches can show this in many 
ways, and have been doing so. Many people want to 
learn about our faith, and bringing catechumens in 
is a great way to show others love and God. There 
are also people who are still struggling from the ef-
fects of COVID. Parishes can be support systems in 
many ways for these people through financial sup-
port, mental aid, clothing/food drives, or simply just 
providing a place to go. The Church is Christ’s home, 
and offers aid to anyone who needs it.

We have seen the Archdiocese exemplify this 
verse as well. The best example I can think of is our 
very own Antiochian Village. With its humble roots, 
and the giving nature, openness, and opportunities of 
its staff, it provides our people with a place to go, to 
feel included, loved, and hopeful. It is far away from 
the everyday world, and every time people visit, it 
truly does show the light of Christ.

Lastly, as Orthodox Christians we should strive 
to be converted with this verse. To be converted 
means to accept the will of God in your life and the 
meaning of this verse. I have talked about the ways 
this verse can be interpreted. Now it is time to take 
those lessons and work on our own childlike behav-
iors, so we can ultimately become closer to God. 
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As I prepare for college, I look back on my own 
experiences as a youth in the church. One of the 
things that I hear in my head over and over is the 
all-too-familiar words of Khouria Gigi Shadid: 
“When you make the sign of the cross, you remem-
ber that God is the boss.” Back then, my biggest 
concern was learning the proper hand motions to 
Khouria Gigi’s songs at Vacation Bible School. VBS 
had a great impact on my life. Those weeks made a 
lasting impression, and I now realize that it makes a 
biblical impression on young children who still look 
at the church in simplicity. I truly admire children 
during their early adolescence, because no sexual-
ly immoral thoughts have occupied their imagina-
tions yet. The Kingdom of Heaven renews children, 
because they possess an innocence that strengthens 
their faith.

Saint Artemius of Verkola is known as “the 

Righteous Child Wonderworker.” His parents 
raised him to devote himself to Christ. Sadly, a 
lightning bolt struck Artermius at the young age of 
twelve and tragically killed him. He did not have a 
traditional funeral or burial because of the supersti-
tion surrounding the circumstance of his death, but 
many years later, his body remained uncorrupted. 
Something so simple, yet seemingly so hard, like a 
life of dedication to Christ, leads to a blessed out-
come. Artemius knew only of Christ during his 
short life, so God received him into His Kingdom. 
Christ makes a clear point in Matthew  18:5–6, 
“Whosoever receives one little child like this in 
My name receives Me. Whosoever causes one of 
these little ones who believe in Me to sin, it would 
be better for him if a millstone were hung around 
his neck, and he were drowned in the depth of the 
sea.” God cherishes the faith of the youth, so that 
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 ultimately they may be counted among the great-
est in the Kingdom of Heaven. Christ wants us to 
know that nothing should be done to alter the faith 
of the little ones, or corrupt their innocence. Other-
wise, there may be terrible consequences.

My whole life, I have heard that “children should 
be seen and not heard.” This was usually in the con-
text of having respect for my elders. Oftentimes, 
however, sayings like this let people think that 
children do not have anything valuable to say. In 
1 Timothy 4:12, we read, “Let no one despise your 
youth, but be an example to the believers in word, in 
conduct, in love, in spirit, in faith, in purity.” There 
are always boundaries that children should not 
cross in relation to adults, but kids should be taught 
that what they say does matter. Children can have a 
unique insight into the world that is easily forgot-
ten as we grow up, but it is important to remember 
that child-like wisdom. Increasing knowledge can 
be uplifting, but it can have a downside as well. As 
adults, we begin to question why God allows bad 
things to happen in the world. It is easy for doubt to 
fill our minds when evil happens.

Children, however, can find Christ in anything. 
Recently during Divine Liturgy, my mom and I sat 
right behind a family present for a forty-day memo-
rial. One of the families in front of us was familiar 
with the church, but attended a Protestant church 
nearby. During the service, the little boy point-
ed up to the dome with an icon of Jesus and said 
“Heaven is at Sitty’s church.” Children are known 
for not having a filter, and the fact that the little boy 
was able to recognize the beauty and importance 
of something in the church unintentionally showed 
the true value of the faith. Of course, children are 
by no means perfect. There will be the daily fights 
about who gets to play with the basketball first, or 
a refusal to eat anything that isn’t shaped like a di-
nosaur or a Disney character. This past school year, 
I participated in a class involving “peer mentoring.” 
The teacher assigned a pal who was recommended 
by his teacher from one of the elementary schools 
in the district. Every few months, we set goals with 
our pals and gave them an incentive to reach their 
goals. My pal was certain that he wanted Pokémon 
cards. Every time after we set his goal each week, he 

asked where the cards were. It started to annoy me. 
At long last, the day came that I brought him the 
cards, and I have never seen someone so happy. He 
gave me a hug and thanked me at least twenty times 
during our  forty-minute period together.

Although he impatiently waited for the Poké-
mon cards, my pal graciously and innocently ap-
preciated receiving the cards. Though our biological 
age means that many of us are no longer children, 
we are all still children of God. God first united us 
to Himself and each other through baptism. Father 
Gregorios writes in his Commentary on the Divine 
Liturgy, “Through Baptism, we have become chil-
dren of God. We have not simply been freed from 
sin …. Now we are ‘freemen and citizens of the 
Church.’” The whole Orthodox Church is united 
through many things, but the sacrament of Baptism 
is what connects everyone together. It is a gift to be 
a child of God in the Orthodox Church because the 
bond of faith cannot be broken.

Last summer, I was blessed with the opportunity 
to go to the Antiochian Village for my last year as 
a camper. Apart from the dread of having to match 
boys’ swim trunks with all of my outfits, I loved each 
and every day that I spent at camp. Most important-
ly, however, the Antiochian Village blessed me with 
a spiritual experience I had not been  accustomed 
to. The Village assigned a particular saint to each 
cabin, and the counselors were responsible to teach 
us about the saint’s life of faith and the reason for 
their sainthood. Also, instead of having Matins and 
Vespers  every day, many Supplication services took 
place for specific saints throughout the week. I was 
exposed to so many beautiful hymns that I had  never 
heard before. I loved to hear everyone who was fa-
miliar with the words singing in harmony. Sum-
mer camps throughout the Archdiocese help instill 
a sense of unity through faith at such a young age.  

Like Matthew 18:3, Luke 18:15–17 presents 
Christ’s bond with children and those who can be 
like them. Saint Theoplact comments on this pas-
sage, “So it is that he who lives humbly and in-
nocently will be accepted by God, as well as he 
who receives the kingdom of God the way a little 
child does, without guile or skepticism.” God has 
high expectations of us. He looks for the child-like 
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 qualities of innocence and faith, exemplified in the way 
we live our lives. So we see how important it is to guard 
our children’s innocence. I often babysit my two-year-old 
cousin.  Every time I babysit him, we end up watching 
the same two movies, Encanto or Up. I have seen these so 
many times now that I can quote them blindfolded while 
playing on my phone. Of course, I usually try to hide that 
I am on my phone to give the impression that I am paying 
attention to the movie. However, recently he came from 
the other side of the couch to sit with me.  Unthinkingly, 
he held me accountable for my actions and brought me 
into the present moment, getting me off my phone to pay 
attention to my surroundings.

The Greek word stréfon means “to be converted.” One 
definition in the Greek-English Lexicon is “to turn back.” 
Being “converted” does not simply mean altering yourself, 
but refers to turning one’s back on worldly temptations 
and looking towards Christ. So we read in Romans 12:2: 
“Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what 
is good and acceptable and perfect will of God.” The pur-
pose of life is to be intentional with godly faith and to 
uphold God’s standards. People already baptized in the 
Orthodox Christian Church continue to be converted by 
entering into the sacraments. Participating in acts, such as 
communion and confession, allow us to turn away from 
the struggles of the real world and engage in a closer re-
lationship with Christ. By no means will the struggles go 
away, but immersing oneself in the sacraments allows for 
our faith to be strengthened for the future.

I guess I am an adult now. I just turned 18, and the old-
er one gets, the more sad things one sees in a fallen world. 
People are so quick to blame others, rather than looking 
inside. However, we should put ourselves back into the 
mindset of a child. I babysit, and see so many kids learn-
ing to walk. When they fall, they pick themselves right 
back up. They do not have anyone to blame, and they keep 
pushing themselves forward. A child’s innocence allows 
him or her still to see the remnants of God’s beauty in 
the fallen world, rather than searching for the bad things 
within. Perhaps there is wisdom in the old saying, “Chil-
dren should be seen and not heard,” for they should be 
seen for the pure, Christ-like qualities they demonstrate.
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On Holy Saturday 2021, 
four children, ranging in age 
from three to seven, stood ex-
pectantly before a large horse 
trough in the front of our 
church. The day they had been 
waiting for all year had finally 
arrived. Their excitement was 
evident, but their stillness and 
wide eyes revealed that they 
stood in fear and reverence as 
well. Each had carefully chosen 
his or her saint name — Elijah, 
 Lucia, Marina, and Mary, the 
Mother of God – and all knew 
the importance of entering into 
the Church to which their saints belong. After the 
long prayers for the exorcisms, the blessing of the 
water, and the anointing with oil, it was time. Bravely, 
the little boy stepped in the water first, squeezed his 
eyes shut, and plugged his nose as the priest baptized 
him in the name of the Father! And the Son! And 
the Holy Spirit! When his dripping head emerged 
the third time, the little girls began to cheer. Clap-
ping their hands and smiling, they whispered to their 
friend: Good job, Eli! In turn, the three girls were 
baptized as well, each encouraged by the words of 
her friends, and each greeted with a cheer when she 
rose from the water.

The littlest girl was the last to go, and when she 
had been baptized, all four hugged each other, excit-
ed not just for themselves, but also for their friends 
who stood by them, ready to embark on their new 
life together. 

This scene beautifully illustrates the natural vir-
tues of a child, especially the virtues of joy, love, 
simplicity, and purity. Throughout the Gospel of 
 Matthew, Jesus lifts up children, setting them as the 
example for all who want to follow Him. In Chap-

ter 18, the disciples approach 
Jesus and ask a very worldly 
question: “Who is the great-
est in the kingdom of heaven?” 
 Jesus answers, “Assuredly I say 
to you, unless you are converted 
and become like little children, 
you will by no means enter the 
kingdom of heaven.” 

Imagine the disciples’ reac-
tion to this answer. Not kings 
or princes or other men of great 
importance will be the greatest, 
not even the man who keeps all 
the commandments of the Law, 
but a little child. A child? Why 

does Jesus call us to be like children? 
What first caught my attention at the baptism 

of those little kids was their joy. They were so ex-
cited for the day to come. Finally, when it came, yes, 
they were a little nervous, but more, they were brim-
ming with happiness. They smiled widely, and could 
scarcely refrain from bouncing up and down. This is 
universally true: children are naturally happy – be-
cause they have no reason not to be. Their life is free 
from worries, time is an unknown concept, and they 
lean on their parents for everything. If this is not the 
case for a child, it means that he or she has had to 
grow up too fast. As a result, their natural joy and 
light has been tarnished by the cares and sorrows of 
this world. My heart breaks to see this. We must pro-
tect our children as best we can from those worldly 
burdens, because joy is a precious gift of a child. 

Growing out of their natural joy, children’s 
prayers are instinctively ones of praise and thanks-
giving: thank you, God, for this day; thank you for 
Mom; thank you for Dad. They lift up their hands to 
God not usually in supplication, but in love and ado-
ration. We see this displayed on Palm Sunday, when 
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the children cry out in the temple, “Hosanna to the 
Son of David!” When the chief priests and scribes 
become indignant at this, Jesus quotes from Psalm 
8: “Out of the mouths of babes and nursing infants/
You have perfected praise.” After the baptism, some-
one asked the four children what was different about 
our church, compared to their old one. One of the 
little girls answered, “Taking communion, because it 
feels like I am part of the Church even though I am 
a kid.” There you have it, ladies and gentlemen! From 
the mouths of babes you have perfected praise! Let 
us strive to cultivate this childlike joy within us, so 
that we may perfect our praise.

Another beautiful characteristic of children is 
their loving hearts. They so willingly love and are 
loved, that they set an example for us of the uncon-
ditional love that Saint Paul calls us to. One of the 
most special things about the baptism that day was 
the love the children had for each other. You could 
see this in their constant encouragement, especial-
ly when it came time for the littlest girl to be bap-
tized. She was very scared, and did not want to go 
under the water. She even tried bargaining with the 
priest to “only dunk me twice!” But the other three 
stood right next to the font and reassured her,  until 
she bowed her head and let the priest guide her un-
der. When she got out, they all hugged and congrat-
ulated her. Their hearts were full with love for one 
another and love for God. If we could share in that 
outpouring of love, we would be one step closer to 
our conversion, one step closer to becoming like  little 
children. 

The simplicity of children also strikes me.  After 
the first little boy was baptized, spontaneously the 
girls began clapping. The cheer came straight from 
their heart, and they gave no thought to how it 
would look, or what people would think. They were 
just genuinely expressing the excitement in their 
hearts. Saint Paisios commends this childlike sim-
plicity when he says, “When purity comes to man 
and simplicity with its fervent faith and devotion 
arrives as well, then the Holy Trinity takes up His 
abode within us.” Simplicity is closely tied to puri-
ty of heart and both are sacred characteristics of lit-
tle children. A word often used to describe a child’s 
simplicity and purity is innocence. Indeed, Christ tells 
His disciples to be “as wise as serpents and as inno-
cent as doves.” Children are naturally innocent, be-
cause they have not been exposed to the world long 
enough to have collected dirt and darkness in their 

heart. Neither have they lived long enough for their 
heart to be hard and calloused. Instead, it is clear and 
bright, simple and pure, allowing Christ to enter and 
Christ to shine forth.

As adults, though, we must cry out to God, “Cre-
ate in me a pure heart and renew a right spirit within 
me!” For this purity of heart that comes so naturally 
to children fades so quickly as we move into adult-
hood, because the world is constantly bombarding us 
with tragedy and violence, lifting up carnal passions 
and frivolous pursuits. I am right on the cusp of the 
transition from a child to an adult, and I must fight 
hard to retain this  purity of heart. It is hard to find 
places of stillness and beauty in which to settle our 
hearts, but this is one of the reasons I am so thank-
ful for my years at Antiochian Village. Camp has 
given me a place away from the noise of the world 
and immersed me in the life of the Church. There 
I have the opportunity to see the mud caked in my 
heart, and to have the time to clean it out. Coming 
home each year, I can feel Christ’s presence so much 
more strongly, and hopefully I shine His light a little 
brighter. We are all striving to regain the purity of a 
child, for as the  Beatitudes say, “Blessed are the pure 
in heart, for they shall see God.” 

Joy, love, simplicity, and purity are all virtues we 
should strive for as we work on our conversion and 
become like children. I could list many more child-
like virtues as well: obedience, dependence, lowliness, 
but they all require something. Jesus continues his 
answer to the question, “Who is the greatest?” by say-
ing, “Therefore, whoever humbles himself as this lit-
tle child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” To 
grow in these virtues, to return to a pure and simple 
childlike state, we need humility. Then “those who 
humble themselves will be exalted, and those who 
exalt themselves will be humbled.” It is indeed neces-
sary to enter the kingdom of heaven as children, for 
we are children. We are children of God, and we will 
be entering our Father’s house. To prepare ourselves 
for that, we must bow our necks and be converted. 
We don’t need another baptism of water, as the four 
little children had on Holy Saturday, but we need a 
conversion of our hearts. May we humble ourselves 
and become like little children, so we may enter the 
heavenly kingdom and live with our Father forev-
er, through the prayers of the  Theotokos and all the 
saints. Amen.

Erika Kjendal of St. Michael Church, Cotuit, Massachusetts
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