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ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH
Mission Statement:

St. John Greek Orthodox Church is dedicated to spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ as the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.

Vision:

The church shall seek to fulfill its mission by:

1. Embracing the Spiritual Life of the Orthodox Church through regular prayer, worship, and frequent participation in the sacraments.

2. Supporting the Church through stewardship of time and talent and sacrificial giving.

3. Providing a welcoming, caring, loving environment.

4. Having its members exemplify Orthodox Christian character and morals.

5. Supporting ministries that facilitate the overall mission of the Church

6. Exemplifying commitment to community service and charitable outreach.

7. Creating an environment which encourages members to grow in their faith.

Everyone is Cordially Invited to a Luncheon/Benefit Honoring

CHARLIE HAMBOS

As he begins his second year at Holy Cross Seminary

Sunday, August 21-following Divine Liturgy

In the Kourmolis Center

Lunch will be for donation.  All profits from the luncheon will go to Charlie for his Seminary Education.  Charlie will also offer the homily in church on August 21 at the conclusion of the Divine Liturgy.
Editor’s Note:  As we begin the month of August, we head into the home stretch of summer, duck in our last few trips to the beach and prepare for the upcoming school year.  By the end of the month, all of our children will be back in school and the chaos of running around that comes with it will be in full swing.  We’ll plan our extra-curricular activities as well.  And through the maze of school, homework, and other activities, we’ll have to ponder the question, “where does church fit with all of this?”  And while Sunday school won’t begin until September 11, that doesn’t mean that church is out until then.  I came across this very well-written article by an Orthodox priest about the church and sports, and I am reprinting it here as the headlining article of this month’s Messenger, as you contemplate the place of church, and of sports, in your life and in the life of your children.  My message follows.  +Fr. Stavros
Three Cheers for Sports!

By Fr. Mark Sietsema

I don’t follow soccer.  At all.  In fact, just watching it makes me dizzy. But the 2010 World Cup tournament—and the level of interest it generated in our country—got me thinking about the tremendous importance of sports in the lives of our youth.   I would like to take a moment of your time to ask you to consider all the benefits that athletics give our children, and why sports is such a worthy commitment of their time and energy.

Three cheers for sports!  We all know the most obvious benefit of sports for our kids: sports build character.  This truth should be self-evident, but in case there are any holdouts among us, let’s consider the validity of this idea.  All those hours of practice and training, of sweating and straining—these mold not only the body, but also the soul with self-discipline and the drive to excel in all of life.

Just look at the top athletes in all the sports.  Who would not want their son to grow up to be a fine young man like Kobe Bryant or Jose Canseco or Michael Vick or Tiger Woods or Pete Rose or … 

Wait, wait … forget that I mentioned them.  Sports really must build character most of the time.  I mean, if all the hard work of high-level competitive sports didn’t build character, well, then, all that aggression would start working itself out in other ways. Like bullying.  And we know that doesn’t happen in our schools.

OK, sure, it did happen at Columbine.  It was the “cult of the athlete” there that drove two young, bullied men to their killing spree in 1999.  And, yes, bullying (by athletes especially) is a chronic problem across the country: an epidemic, one might say. (We now have the new word bullycide as a label for suicide caused by bullying.)  

And, yes, school officials turn a blind eye to the misdeeds of top athletes, for fear that their talents be lost on the playing field, and with them the victories.  Because, after all, as Vince Lombardi said, “If winning isn’t everything, then why do they keep score?”  And if that isn’t a statement about character, I don’t know what is!  (I leave it to you to decide if it reflects good character or bad character.)  Maybe UCLA coach John Wooden had it right: “Sports don’t build character, they reveal it.”  And they reveal it in both the players and the boosters.

Even so, still let’s say: Two cheers for sports!  We know that American kids are increasingly sedentary, and that more exercise is what all of them need, and organized sports provide that exercise.  Plain and simple: sports participation is good for young and growing bodies, and it begins an ongoing habit of physical activity, as all the research shows.

Although … some of it doesn’t.   Actually, a lot of it doesn’t.  In fact, research actually shows that we are in the middle of yet another epidemic:  teenage sports injuries.  Chief among these problems are concussions, ruined knees, and neck and shoulder trauma—all conditions that can have lifelong effects and create early-onset arthritis.  But hey, it’s worth walking with a cane at age 40 in order to have the one shining moment of glory when you’re seventeen that everyone will remember until … 

Well, actually they’ll forget it pretty much by the next season.  If we didn’t forget, how could we—in good conscience—push our kids into activities that produce stress fractures and repetitive usage injuries at younger and younger ages?  Doctors are seeing problems in teenage kids that they used to see only in middle-aged adults (including steroid use).  And it’s not just in boys’ sports or in the contact sports like football and hockey. (If you think tennis is a body-friendly sport, read Andre Agassi’s autobiography.)

But at least the kids are picking up pastimes that will motivate them to exercise for the rest of their lives, right?  I mean, a guy who plays football in high school will still be playing it regularly as a form of exercise into his forties and fifties, won’t he?  I myself have never seen it, but it must happen … otherwise we would be fooling ourselves about what a great lifetime of fitness is prepared for kids by playing in organized sports.  

Well, putting that issue aside, at least I can say with confidence: One cheer for sports!    By participating in sports, kids learn teamwork, they develop perseverance, they make friends, they gain self-confidence, they see the connection between hard work and achievement, and they are less likely to use illegal substances. (I will not mention Michael Phelps).  

Of course, your kids can get pretty much the same benefits from singing in a chorus, playing in a band, working on the yearbook, acting in the school play, joining the Scouts … or coming regularly to church and participating in the life of the community—Sunday School, choir, clean-up days, fundraisers, potlucks, camps, etc.   

Granted, all these other activities will cost less than sports participation in terms of equipment, auto mileage, medical bills, and wear and tear on the family schedule and nerves.  They also interfere less with academics. But sports is definitely the investment that offers the biggest payoffs in the long run, just in case your child becomes that one in 500,000 that scores a million-dollar contract. 

And isn’t that chance alone is worth giving up the family’s weekly commitment to church in the coming school year? 

Sunday morning practices and tournaments that preempt church—all this is accepted by parents nowadays because otherwise children wouldn’t get to participate in organized sports programs. They would miss out.  And in missing out they would have to learn how to stand apart from the crowd, how to be their own person, how to stick to their principles, how to manage priorities.  (Now that would be an exercise in character-building!)

In past generations, letting a young person skip church in favor of sports would have been seen as a shocking collapse of parental priorities—as a form of child abuse even— detrimental to their moral and spiritual development.  We don’t see it that way anymore.  I can’t exactly say why …   

I only ask, though, that before parents agree to another year of putting sports ahead of church, they answer one question.  When I go up to the Metropolis of Detroit Summer Camp in Rose City every summer, I hear dozens upon dozens of camper confessions.  These give me a good sense of the challenges that face our young people … including those who are active in sports.  Chief among them are:  hurtful romances, temptations to drink and smoke pot, internet pornography, premarital sex, dealing with divorced/alcoholic/abusive parents, bullying, depression and thoughts of suicide. Your child will face one or more of these problems in the years ahead.  It is inevitable.


I know what the church has to offer our young people … and they always seem deeply grateful for the spiritual help.  I doubt I would have the repeat business in the confessional, summer after summer, if the gratitude were not genuine.

My question for you is: what do your children’s Sunday morning sports offer to them in the face of these challenges that lie ahead?  

Saint Paul knew the answer: “Bodily exercise profits a little, but godliness is profitable for all things, having promise of the life that is now and of that which is to come” (1 Timothy 4:8).  Everyone on Team Jesus is a champion in the end, if they train diligently.  Three cheers for parents—from the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—if they keep their eyes on the prize and their kids in church, faithfully, in season and out of season, Sunday after Sunday.

Fr. Mark Sietsema is the Proistamenos of Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Church in Lansing, Michigan.  A convert to our faith, he has been a priest for 13 years, and was the valedictorian of his class at the Seminary, graduating in the same class with Fr. Stavros, in 1998.
Fr. Stavros’ Message
On August 1, we enter a holy season of the Liturgical year.  The liturgical year begins on September 1 and ends August 31.  So, this is the last holy season of this liturgical year.  We begin each year with the feast of the Nativity of the Virgin Mary, followed by the Feast of the Holy Cross in September.  We celebrate the feast of the Entrance of the Virgin Mary into the Temple in November.  In Winter, we celebrate Christmas, Epiphany and the Presentation of Christ.  Spring is dominated by Great Lent and Pascha.  And in early summer we celebrate Pentecost.  As we enter the final month of the Liturgical year, the calendar, two major feast days remain—the Feast of the Transfiguration of our Savior, which we celebrate on August 6; and the Feast of the Dormition of the Virgin Mary, which we will celebrate August. 15.  
The feast of the Dormition is preceded by a 14 day period of fasting, which begins August 1.  A service, called the Paraklesis service, is also held during these first 14 days of August.  The Paraklesis is a service of supplication and intercession to the Virgin Mary.  What do these two words mean, supplication and intercession?  Supplication means offering up a need.  When we pray in the Liturgy, for peace in the world, or for a perfect, holy, peaceful and sinless day, these are prayers of supplication to God—they ask for something.  Intercession is when you have a supplication to someone but use a third party in order to make your request.  For instance, if I need something from the entire choir, I will probably go and ask Artie, our choir director, to intercede for me—she knows the entire choir better than me.  In the case of the Paraklesis services, we address our supplications TO God but THROUGH the Virgin Mary.  As she is the earthly mother of God, and as she sits closer to Him than we do, we ask her to intercede with Him on our behalf, to carry our supplications to Him on our behalf.  Why can’t we just go to God ourselves?  The fact is, we can, and we should.  But why go to God alone—why not go to God together with the Virgin Mary, the angels and the saints?  There is strength in numbers in just about every activity in life.  So there is strength in prayer when prayer is offered by many.  This is why we offer prayer corporately, in the church, as a church community.  There is strength when hundreds of people pray together.  And there is added strength when we add the Virgin Mary, the Saints and the angels.  If there is strength in hundreds of people, how about in millions of saints and angels praying with us and praying for us.  Most of us have asked others to pray for us, when we are sick or when something significant is happening in our lives—this is intercessory prayer at its basic level.  If we can ask others to pray for us, then why not the Virgin Mary and the Saints?
The Paraklesis Service also provides us an opportunity to pray for individual people and individual needs.  In the Divine Liturgy, we pray corporately for everyone in generalities—for those who travel, for those who enter this holy house in faith, for deliverance from wrath, danger and necessity, for forgiveness of our sins and transgressions, etc.  In the Paraklesis there is the opportunity to pray for individuals by name—our families, our friends, those who we know are in some kind of need and distress.  In this issue of the Messenger, you will find a place to list members of your family that you would like the community to pray for at the Paraklesis services the next two weeks.  We will hold Paraklesis services during the first 14 days of August on Mondays and Fridays from 6:00-7:00 p.m., and on Wednesdays from 10:00-11:00 a.m.  The service lasts about an hour each time it is done, and it is a beautiful composition of meditative hymns and prayers.  Incidentally, Paraklesis is not limited to just the first 14 days of August—Paraklesis can be done at any time of sorrow or need—I try to offer Paraklesis periodically throughout the year.  We have offered Paraklesis in time of natural disaster, after the terrorist attack on 9/11, or even more common, when families have been hit with bad news, or during an individual’s health crisis.  This is the service we are to pray, both individually, and as a community in time of sorrow or distress.  And there are service books for you to use during the service as well.
Let’s shift gears now and talk about prayer.  It is probably not an exaggeration to say that many of us do not pray on a regular basis.  Perhaps some us do not even know how to pray, or why prayer is important.  
Prayer is at the same time one of the most rewarding, yet most difficult parts of being an Orthodox Christian.  Prayer requires time and it requires unplugging from distractions, two things that are increasingly harder to do in the world today.  At summer camp, we all sit in silence for ten minutes a day, having only our thoughts and the sounds of nature to listen to.  In Tampa, the sounds of nature are usually cars, lawn mowers or airplanes outside.  And the opportunity to sit in silence for ten minutes eludes many of us as we try to balance work and children and responsibilities around the house.  For our young people, silence is a non-entity.  In a world of seemingly endless technological possibilities, morning prayers lose out to Facebook, the I-pod and texting.  And before you know it, 70 hours a week has been spent with electronic stimulation and precious few minutes, if that, on prayer.  Yes, 70 hours is the average amount of time that a teenager spends connected to some kind of electronic media.  What’s crazy is that when you take 168 hours a week, minus 8 hours a day for sleep and 35 hours a week for school, that’s 77 hours left over, or about 1 hour a day that is NOT focused around the electronic media for our average teen.  Adults aren’t much better either.
Once one has made the decision to pray, and has found the few minutes of silence, having unplugged the distractions, the next challenge is, what to say in prayer.  Some see prayer as a casual conversation with a friend.  The problem with this is that God is not our friend, but our Lord, our Savior, our guide.  Others open up their hearts to the Lord for guidance, for strength, to meet the pressing need of the day with their own words.  This is good, nothing wrong here.  Prayer is the ability to open up to God and completely empty our souls before Him.  In fact, prayer is an emptying of self so that the self can be filled with God.  

But what if we struggle to find the right words.  What if in trying to think of what to say to God, we become either distracted and lose focus in trying to think, or we become discouraged because we can’t figure out what to say?  And here is the answer—we have a 2,000 year collection of prayers, services and scripture passages that sum up every emotion, every joy, every sorrow, every concern and every situation we can find ourselves in.  So, do some research and find some prayers, scripture passages, or hymns that summarize how you are feeling and use them as prayer and meditation.  

Since I began by speaking about the Paraklesis, allow me to make a few quotes from this service. . .

Assaults of the passions have shaken me,
My soul to its limits
Has been filled with much despair;
Bring peace, O Maiden, in the calmness,
Of your own Son and your God, all-blameless One.

A protection and shelter,
I have with you in my life,
You, the Theotokos and the Virgin,
Pilot me towards your port;
For you are the cause,
The cause of that which is good,
Support of the faithful,
The only all-praised One.

I entreat you, O Virgin,
Disperse the storm of my grief,
and the soul's most inward confusion,
Scatter it far from me;
You are the Bride of God,
For you have brought forth the Christ,
the Prince of Peace;
Only, all-blameless One.

With most serious ailments,
And with the passions so dark,
I am being tested, O Virgin,
Come and bring help to me;
For I have known of you,
That you are without fail
the endless treasure of cures,
Only all-blameless One.

What images come to mind as you hear these hymns—For me, as I meditate on these hymns, I see the many areas in my life that resemble a storm—I can recall worries, stresses, and uncertainties.  I see my life as a boat being tossed about in the waves.  And then there is the phrase, “Disperse the storm of my grief,” a prayer for deliverance from the storms of life.  Another phrase “Pilot me towards your port,” makes me think of the Virgin Mary as a lighthouse, a promising beacon of deliverance, to which I ask for direction in the dark times.

Still the darkest of passions,
Calm the sea of errors
In your great peacefulness;
It was you who bore the guiding Lord,
And you who are the blessed bride of God.

Pure one, fill my heart
with a merriment, a happiness;
Bestow on me your spotless joy,
For you have given birth
to Him Who is the cause of joy.

Heal me from the ills
O Most Pure One which the passions bring,
Make me worthy of your guiding care,
And unto me grant health,
Through your intercessions and your prayers.

Again images of calming the sea of errors that we all get caught in at times.

 

My petition, I pour out to the Lord,
And to Him I will confess all my sorrows;
For many woes
Fill my soul to its limits,
And unto Hades my whole life has now approached,
Like Jonah, I pray to You,
From corruption, O God, now raise me.

I know you as the protection of my life,
A steadfast shelter and refuge, O Virgin;
Disperse the host
Of my many temptations,
And force away the demonic attacks from me;
I pray to you unceasingly,
From corruption of passions deliver me.

I lie now on a bed of infirmities,
And there is no healing at all for my body
Except for you,
Who has brought forth our Savior,
God, the healer of all our infirmities;
Of your goodness, I pray to you,
From corruption of sicknesses raise me.

We’ve all had moments where we don’t think we can take any more of the difficulty that life dishes out to us.  We struggle to find the strength to continue the good fight.  Surrounded by sadness, we try not to give into either despair or temptation, and many times we all fail and fall to one or to both.  These prayers, sung as hymns in Paraklesis, are prayers we can offer ourselves, which bring images of comfort to the life that isn’t going the way we had hoped it would.  

A shelter and protection
And a wall unshaken,
Become, O Virgin., for those who flee to you,
A sheltered cover and refuge,
And a place of joy.

Oppressed I am, O Virgin;
In a place of sickness, I have been humbled; 
I ask you: bring remedy,
Transform my illness, my sickness,
Into a wholesomeness.

From the great multitude of my sins,
Ill am I in body, Ill am I also in my soul;
I am fleeing to you,
The one who is all-blessed,
The hope of all the hopeless,
Please come bring help to me.

Lady and the Mother of Him who saves,
Receive the supplications
Of the lowly who pray to you;
Mediate between us
And the One you brought forth;
O Lady of all people, Intercede for us.

With the hosts of Angels, God's messengers,
With the Lord's Forerunner,
And Apostles, the chosen twelve,
With the saints most holy,
And with you, the Theotokos,
We seek your intercession
For our salvation.

And in the concluding hymns of the service, an assurance that we are not alone—we have the Virgin Mary as our mediator, as our advocate, before the Lord.  When our souls have become dirty with sin, we still have as an advocate the image of purity and goodness, the Virgin Mary.  And not only her, we have the hosts of angels, the Forerunner St. John the Baptist, the Apostles and all the saints, all going to bat for us before God.    

The Paraklesis services are beautiful opportunities to pray these hymns as a community, to pray for one another as a community.  But they are also a demonstration of what our prayer life is supposed to be like on a daily basis, on days that we do not worship as a community.  Find prayers that bring comfort to you.  If you don’t own a Paraklesis book, pick up on in the bookstore and use it not only at the services this month, but as a way to prayerfully reflect on your life throughout the year.  

It is truly amazing that in an age where we are changing technology on a daily basis, where things are obsolete sometimes only months after they are brand-new, scriptures, prayers and hymns written hundreds of years ago need no revising.  They capture the same human emotions and spiritual struggles that have been present for thousands of years.  And they provide the same sense of direction and comfort just as effectively as they did centuries ago.  So, for relief from the ever present assaults on our lives from our often cruel and secular world, start spending a few minutes a day emptying out your soul to God, so He can fill is with His light and direction.  And if you can’t find the words to say, meditate on a few verses from Paraklesis, or prayers from another prayer book, and take confidence and comfort that the Virgin Mary, the angels and the saints stand with you in your prayer, and before God as your mediator, your personal intercessor.  All we have to do is pour out our petitions to God, and allow His Words and His saints to be our guides to the harbor of peaceful waters, away from the storms of our everyday lives.  
With love in Christ,

+Fr. Stavros

Liturgical Schedule for August
Monday, August 1

Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary  6:00 p.m.

Wednesday, August 3

Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary  10:00 a.m.

Friday, August 5

Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary  6:00 p.m.

Saturday, August 6

Transfiguration of our Savior (Major Feast Day)





Orthros 9:00 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Sunday, August 7

Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers: Chris Kavouklis, Tom Georgas, Florin Patrasciou

Altar Boys:Anyone attending may serve

Coffee Hour:Philoptochos

Monday, August 8

Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary  6:00 p.m.

Wednesday, August 10
Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary  10:00 a.m.

Friday, August 12

Paraklesis Service of Supplication to the Virgin Mary  6:00 p.m.

Sunday, August 14

Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers: Michael Conner, Peter Choundas, Jason Pill
Altar Boys: Anyone attending may serve

Coffee Hour: Young at Heart

Monday, August 15

Dormition of the Virgin Mary (Koimisis)





Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Sunday, August 21

Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers: Pete Trakas, Demetrios Halkias, Brett Mourer
Altar Boys: Anyone attending may serve

Coffee Hour: AGAPE Luncheon in Honor of Charlie Hambos

Sunday, August 28

Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Ushers: Peter Theophanous, Gregory Tisdale, John Alexander
Altar Boys: Anyone attending may serve

Coffee Hour: Glendi Dancers

Monday, August 29

Beheading of St. John the Baptist





Orthros 9:00 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Thursday, September 1
Beginning of the Ecclesiastical Year (The Indiction)





Orthros 9:00 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Sunday, September 4

Orthros 8:45 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Thursday, September 8
Nativity of the Virgin Mary





Orthros 9:00 a.m.
Divine Liturgy 10:00 a.m.

Paraklesis Services of Supplication to the Virgin Mary

The service of Paraklesis or “Intercessory Prayer” to the Most Holy Theotokos, the Mother of God, is chanted during the fast period of the first fourteen days of August, preceding the Feast of the Koimisis or “Falling Asleep” of the Virgin Mary, which is August 15.  During these fourteen days, the church observes a period of fasting, and the celebration of the Paraklesis Services.  In this service we ask the Theotokos, the Mother of God, to pray for us and to intercede for us with her Son and our Lord Jesus Christ.  It is not the Theotokos who saves us. Only God saves us.  Thus we do not pray to the Theotokos, but we pray through the Theotokos, that through her intercession, we may find favor with God.  The Paraklesis service is chanted not only for fourteen days in August, but can be chanted in at any time of the year, for those who are in need of prayer in time of sickness, despair, struggle, or any occasion, since any of life’s experiences provide us an opportunity for prayer.  The Paraklesis Service consists of soft, melodic chants of supplication to the Virgin Mary, and lasts about an hour.  It is also one of few services in the church (another being the Artoklasia, the service of the Five Loaves), where we commemorate individuals out loud during the service.  Enclosed in this Messenger is a paper on which to write the names of you and your families, loved ones and friends (who are living) to be commemorated at the Paraklesis Services in August.  Please mail these to the church office, or bring them to the services.  Paraklesis services will be held six times this August—Monday, August 1 (6:00 p.m.); Wednesday, August 3 (10:00 a.m.); Friday, August 5 (6:00 p.m.); Monday, August 8 (6:00 p.m.); Wednesday, August 10 (10:00 a.m.) and Friday, August 12 (6:00 p.m.). Please make an effort to attend at least one of these services to pray for you and your loved ones.  The Feast of the Dormition will be celebrated with Divine Liturgy at 10:00 a.m. on Monday, August 15.  We should all attempt to keep the fast, at least from meat, during the first fourteen days of August, and we should each plan to receive Holy Communion on August 14 or 15.

Transfiguration of our Savior-August 6-We read in the Gospel accounts of Matthew, Mark and Luke, how Jesus was Transfigured on Mount Tabor in the presence of His Disciples.  Matthew 17:2 says that “His face shone like the sun and His clothes became as white as the light.”  Jesus was shown in the fullness of His glory as God, and standing beside Him were Moses and Elijah, the two greatest prophets of the Old Testament.  This showed the Disciples that the man Jesus was indeed God as well, and pre-figured His glory at the Resurrection and Ascension.  Right after the Transfiguration, Jesus began to tell His disciples upon His upcoming Passion and Resurrection.  The event of the Transfiguration probably happened only a few weeks before Palm Sunday.  But since this feastday is so important, so it would not be lost in Lent, the Church has placed it on August 6, 40 days before the Feast of the Holy Cross (September 14), since the feast is tied to the Passion and Cross of Christ.  Also, on August 6, we bless grapes, because it is the season of the harvest, in both material terms—this is the time of the year we harvest grapes.  But also in spiritual terms—this was the time Jesus, through His blood, was going to harvest His followers into His kingdom.

Beheading of St. John the Baptist-August 29 - St. John the Baptist, according to the Gospel accounts, was beheaded in prison.  We commemorate this event each year on August 29, which is also a strict fast day.  As St. John the Baptist is the patron saint of our parish, we honor this feast day, and we pray for his intercessions over each of us and our parish. 
Parish Registry

Adult Baptism-Don (Demetrios) Cortright was baptized on Sunday, May 22.  Demetrios and Janice Coumbos were the Godparents!  Welcome to our Faith and our church!

Baptism-Margaret Ann Trakas, daughter of Pete and Donna Trakas, was baptized on Sunday, June 26.  Fr. Dean Gigicos and Fr. Stavros officiated.  Tom and Debbie Nicklow and Mike and Arty Giallourakis were the Godparents.  Na Sas Zisi!
Double Chrismation-Florian Royack, and his wife Jeannie Royack, were received into the church through the sacrament of Chrismation on Sunday, June 26.  Florian took the Orthodox name Constantine, while Jeannie took the name Eleni.  Diane Norcross was the sponsor.  Congratulations and welcome to our church!
Wedding-Christopher Gombos and Christina Ruoco were married on Sunday, May 22.  Harriet Gombos was the Koumbara.  Congratulations!

Wedding-Aaron Buttino and Ashley Nuzum were married on Saturday, June 11.  Fr. James Jaddock and Fr. Stavros officiated at the ceremony.  Daniel Anderson and Jessica Nuzum were the Koumbaroi.  Congratulations!
Wedding-Theodore Kastanis and Shalyn Filkill were married on Thursday, June 23.  Mihael Kyriakopoulos was the Koumbaro.  Congratulations!
Community News

New Altar Boys-Anyone young man entering 4th grade this fall or older is eligible to serve in the Altar at St. John.  Please let Fr. Stavros know if you are interested by August 5. This coming year, there will be four teams.  The new schedule will take effect on September 1. There will be a meeting for all altar boys on Sunday, August 28, following the Divine Liturgy.  All altar boys are requested to attend to go over procedures for how to serve in the altar.  This meeting will last approximately 1 hour.

2011 Archangel Michael Award Winners-Every year, the Metropolis of Atlanta recognizes one adult and young adult (or person who has made significant contribution to the youth) from each parish for their outstanding contributions to the life of their parish.  They are recognized at a banquet and Divine Liturgy each November, which are held in Atlanta and presided over by His Eminence Metropolitan Alexios.  This year, our award winners are Bill Manikas and Jenny Paloumpis.  Congratulations Engie and Victoria, and thank you for your outstanding contributions to our parish of St. John.
AGAPE Luncheon in honor of Charlie Hambos-Everyone is cordially invited to a luncheon/benefit honoring CHARLIE HAMBOS, as he begins his second year at Holy Cross Seminary.  This event will be held on Sunday, August 21 following the Divine Liturgy in the Kourmolis Center.  The lunch will be for donation.  All profits from the luncheon will go to Charlie for his Seminary Education.  Charlie will also offer the homily in church on August 21 at the conclusion of the Divine Liturgy.

Successful Junior Olympics-A big THANK YOU goes out to Byron Nenos for organizing the 26th Annual Junior Olympics, which was held on June 17-19.  Nearly 200 GOYAns and advisors from around North Florida participated this year.  Thanks to Byron for the many hours he spent organizing this wonderful and successful event.  Special thanks also go to Elaine Halkias, Mike and Diane Trimis, Mark and JoAnn Hartung, Lisa Alsina, Ed and Terri Gerecke, Paul Assimiades, and Aris Rogers II for all of their help and to many, many others who helped run the venues, drive, and work in the kitchen to make this event a success.  

New Email Addresses for Father Stavros and for the Church Office—Effective IMMEDIATELY, the email address for the church office is stjohntampa@stjohntampa.com.  The email address for Fr. Stavros is frstav@gmail.com.  This is his only email address.  Please make a note in your computer address books.
Meeting of Ministry Heads-A meeting will take place for the heads of all ministries for the purpose of putting together a calendar for the upcoming year.  The following ministry heads are requested to attend:  Day School, Choir, Sunday School, Olympics, GOYA, Festival, Dance Groups, Philoptochos, Parish Council, Bookstore, Senior Group, Greek School, AHEPA.   A mailing went out in the middle of July with a draft of a calendar to use as a starting point for important dates of the new school year.  Please bring your ideas, your schedules, your plans and your ideas about hosting coffee hour to this meeting.  It will be held in the Zaharias Room following Divine Liturgy on Sunday, August 14.   

Get Acquainted Sunday-August 7-In an effort to get to know one another better, we are going to continue our “get acquainted Sundays” the first Sunday of each month.  We will have nametags and markers in the entry way of the Kourmolis Center and will ask that each person put one on during coffee hour and introduce yourself to at least one person that you do not know.  This will serve to help us increase our fellowship and sense of community.   Our “Get Acquainted Sunday” for August will be Sunday, August 7.

COMMUNITY OUTREACH INITIATIVE

New Outreach Committee has formed—We had a large group of participants (20) at our organizational Community Outreach Ministry meeting on June 12!  The purpose of this committee is to help feed the hungry of Tampa Bay on a regular basis, joining the faith-based community of churches that are heading Christ’s call to feed the hungry.  A Community Outreach Ministry Training will be held August 28 after church in the Zaharias Room.  Lunch will be provided.  The training will last about an hour and will cover some basic volunteer guidelines for working with the homeless.  Our first service day will be held September 10 and we will continue to serve on the second Saturday of the month.  We will be partnering with a downtown church working in conjunction with Metropolitan Ministries to serve the homeless breakfast on Saturday mornings.  We may add additional monthly service days in the future as the Outreach Ministry grows to address the very large need of the Tampa Bay community.  Please look for updates in the September Messenger and contact Betty Palios if you are interested in participating and were unable to come to the meeting on June 12 at bettypalios@gmail.com.  
Visitation Ministry—At this same meeting, a number of people indicated an interest in visiting the sick and shut-ins of our community.  We will have a brief meeting/training for that one Sunday in September after Liturgy.  If you are interested in this ministry, please contact Fr. Stavros at frstav@gmail.com.

Meeting Schedule for August
Sunday, August 7
AGAPE Group

Tuesday, August 9
Parish Council



6:15 p.m.
Multi-Purpose Room

Sunday, August 14
Meeting of Ministry Heads

After Liturgy
Zaharias Room

Saturday, August 27
Sunday School Teachers’ Seminar
9:00 a.m.-noon  Kourmolis Center

Sunday, August 28
Outreach Ministry Training

After Liturgy

Sunday, August 28
Altar Boys



After Liturgy
Church

Sunday, August 28
GOYA




5:00 p.m.
Kourmolis Center

PRESIDENT’S CORNER

AUGUST 2011

by KATHERINE SAKKIS

The Parish Council has had a busy and productive year as we continue to diligently work on behalf of the community. We have had the following fundraisers:

1. St. John’s Day luncheon

2. Gasparilla Parking

3. Greek Independence Day luncheon

4. Commemorative Brick Sale

5. Ongoing sale of Messenger and web ads

We have raised $10,000 through these activities and thank you for your continuing support. If you have not already purchased your Commemorative Brick; please contact our Building and Grounds chairs, Despina Sibley 251-5384 or David Voiykin 727- 415- 5603. Bricks are $100 and $200 and can be engraved with a loved one’s name or any message up to the character limit.

Our Stewardship program has been a great success. We currently have 325 families as signed official stewards and another 30 families sending in stewardship that have not filled out forms. Our collections are ahead of schedule and we thank all of you who diligently support the church.  Remember the Archdiocese requires you to fill out the form to be an official member; so if you have not please contact our Stewardship chair Diane Norcross 846-3780.

In the spirit of promoting fellowship we have instituted Get Acquainted Sundays as the first Sunday of the month. All are encouraged to wear name tags and reach out to other members of the community. We have had great feedback from this program and the addition of a few new members who were so warmly greeted they decided to join our church family! Our other fellowship functions included the Saturday of Lazarus breakfast, Pascha reception and Pascha picnic. Our new fellowship initiative; the Agape Group is off and running. They have enjoyed a Super Bowl get together, a dinner out, making Easter baskets for All Children’s Hospital, and a fun evening with world renowned Nikos Zoidakis at a concert and dance at the St. Pete Coliseum. Coming up in August is a Ray’s baseball game outing. Michael Palios has stepped up to chair this group. If you are interested in joining the fun, contact Michael at mpalios@gmail.com. We have also begun another fellowship/ Community Outreach group under the leadership of Betty Katherine Palios. This is an exciting step towards consistent outreach to those less fortunate in the Tampa area. Please contact Betty Katherine at 215-9862 to lend a helping hand.

The Festival is quickly approaching. As you all know this is our single largest fund raiser of the year and we need EVERYONES’S support. This is an enormous effort on everyone’s part and we thank you in advance for your participation. We are counting on all of our seasoned booth chairman to once again step up to the plate and support the cause. We will have a meeting of all prior booth chairs on 8/23 at 6:30 pm in our Day School multi purpose room (be on the lookout for an email). The Parish Council will have oversight of the Festival this year with the task of Administrative Head being under the duties of our Provost/Business Manager, Demi Elliott. Demi has operated in this capacity and proven herself invaluable in organizing and keeping track of past Festival activities and bookkeeping. She additionally functioned in this capacity in the past year for our Day School’s Race and Clay Shoot, both being extremely profitable events.

In the ongoing projects category we finally are in the middle of our iconography restoration. We apologize of the inconvenience of having church in the hall, but we are certain everyone will be thrilled when they see our sanctuary restored to its original beauty. This project is expected to be complete by early September.

 Our next church project will be the stained glass restoration and we are still $24,000 short of funds to go forward. Be sure to buy a commemorative brick towards this cause or donate directly by contacting the church office. The sooner we get the windows fixed, the less risk we run of further permanently damaging our beautiful windows and increasing the cost to repair or replace.

 Our skylights are scheduled to be repaired in August as this will be an ongoing process until they are removed once and for all. Our energy efficiency program of the last year and a half is beginning to pay off as we are seeing some decreases in energy cost. Because the actual cost of energy has gone up we have not seen as big a change as we would have hoped, however had we not instituted the energy reduction measures we would have had significant increases in cost. 

We have been diligently making budget reductions in all areas including our big ticket items, such as insurance. Thanks to Mike Xenick our volunteer Chief Financial Officer for keeping a tight rein on our funds.

We are still pursuing our legal cases arising out of the church’s participation in the E-21 insurance program in 2007-2008. This is a slow, arduous process. Please pray for recovery of the church’s funds.

 Overall our church is growing at an exciting pace, not only in membership but new programs and improvements. The Parish Council is committed to this growth and has worked very hard to make this happen. We are not perfect, there have been a few bumps in the road, but where this is commitment, prayer and faith in God, his blessings are sure to come. I humbly thank you for this opportunity to serve this parish and ask for your continued prayers for our work and the future of St. John’s.
Ministries
College Student Retreat-CALLING ALL COLLEGE STUDENTS!  We will be having an end of summer college program following Divine Liturgy on Sunday, August 7.  We will have lunch at noon and then discussions and presentations until approximately 3:00 p.m.  Please RSVP to Fr. Stavros at frstav@gmail.com if you are interested in attending by August 3.

And to our High School Grads headed off to college, please send Fr. Stavros your new mailing address so we can add you to the Messenger list and keep you up to date with the goings on at St. John.

GOYA-Our first GOYA meeting of the new school year will be held on Sunday, August 28, from 5:00-7:30 p.m. in the Kourmolis Center.  Dinner will be provided.  One parent of each GOYAn is asked to attend the meeting also—there will be a parents’ meeting with GOYA Advisor Elaine Halkias while the GOYAns meet with Fr. Stavros to go over procedures for the year, review the yearly calendar, fill out emergency forms and arrange for parents to sign up to do a meal for one of the meetings.
Sunday School Teachers Seminar—August 27—Our Sunday School teachers are invited to attend a seminar on Saturday, August 27, from 9:00-noon.  Fr. Stavros will lead sessions on the Divine Liturgy, provide a tour of the church, and answer questions, as we prepare for the beginning of the new Sunday School Year!
Sunday School-The first day of Sunday School classes is Sunday, September 11.  Registration will take place on August 28 and September 4 following the Divine Liturgy.

Day School

Editor’s Note: Our Day School finished is 44th year at the end of May, with graduation ceremonies on May 26.  This was another great year, and I thank Cindy Strickland, our Principal, for directing our school through another successful year.  As I did last year, I am reprinting the speeches of the Valedictorian and Salutatorian—they are well-written and were well-delivered.  I am so proud of all of our students, but it is particularly gratifying to see our young people speaking from the heart about their experiences at our school and their thoughts on this momentous step in their lives.  On May 24, we held the 8th Grade Baccalaureate Service, and the students of our school offered the responses to a modified service created just for this purpose.  It was beautiful to hear them singing “Christos Anesti” and other Orthodox hymns, especially given that most of them are not Orthodox.  Congratulations to our 8th grade class of 2011!  And we look forward to a new school year which will begin on August 22.

+Fr. Stavros

Graduation speeches

Hannah Archer-Valedictorian
Hello and welcome to the Graduation of the Class of 2011. Today—May, 26, 2011, is the day that we, as a class, are going to graduate the eighth grade. We all know that, of course. But do we really understand what that means? The official definition of graduation is to complete a class or course of study. That’s it—the whole definition. To me, graduation means more than that. It means growing, it means changing, it means moving on. School has a huge impact on our lives, but a lot of the change is just us growing as people. Today, the ceremony might seem like it's all happening too fast, or for some, it might seem like it's never going to end, but all our lives we'll remember it—and that's what counts. Our three years of middle school have been a time to remember, and the memories are what we are going to take with us our whole lives—not some diploma or report card. Some of us have been at St. John since K3, while others have only been here for one year. I started coming to St. John seven years ago in second grade, and I was as nervous as a 7 year old could be. After that first day, all my nerves were gone because I knew I had found a second home. I spent my second and third grade years here before I moved to Georgia. While I was gone, I never forgot my St. John friends, and before I knew it, I had started middle school back where I belonged. In 6th grade, everything was new. We had finally moved upstairs as a part of the middle school. We discovered Ms. Ciao’s cockroach phobia early in the year. That was one part of 6th grade that I will always remember. Before we knew it, it was May, and we had survived our first year of middle school. The next August, we entered 7th grade. None of us were that little anymore—even though the new sixth graders were. On the other side of the scale, the eighth graders weren't as huge. Seventh grade year was a breeze! We knew all the teachers and we understood what was expected of us.  We went snorkeling in the keys, went zip lining, and horseback riding in Orlando. We dissected pigs in science, and learned the basics of pre-algebra. When we came back to school after the long, hot summer, we thought we knew what to expect for 8th grade, but 8th grade was different. We were the oldest, the wisest, and unquestionably, the coolest in the school. Instead of sitting on the deck in the morning, we got the benches in front of the school, and we got the special lunch area.  We went swimming with the dolphins in Marathon, took roles in a court trial, went to amusement parks to test G forces, slid down a natural water slide in Arizona, and hiked down into the Grand Canyon. We analyzed short stories, and worked with chemicals to make Christmas ornaments and t- shirts. It was an amazing year. We spent the last two years together, and you could say we became family; we grew as sports teams and as a class, but more importantly as people—figuratively and literally. We became smarter, more confident, and of course, taller. I’m going to miss walking in the halls and seeing my peers, teammates, and friends. When I first started middle school, I saw myself as a girl who didn’t know her way. Two years later, I see myself as a young woman ready to take on the challenge of high school. St. John has helped me find my way both academically and socially. St. John has prepared all of us for high school, and we have our teachers to thank for that.  To my fellow graduates, to our teachers, to our friends, and to our parents; thank you for everything you have done to make our years at St. John unforgettable. Today, we will graduate together—in a matter of minutes—leaving behind a school, a grade, our team, and some great teachers.  We will enter high school next fall, and in four years we’ll graduate: the class of 2015! Senior year will be just like this one, but the intensity will be higher. We'll worry about college applications, SAT scores, and leaving behind our homes. Instead of what high school to go to, and where our friends will go. But, there will be prom and celebrations to look forward too—and the good things will overrule the bad. Will it all be fun? Will it all be easy? No, I'm sure it probably won't. In the end, it'll make us stronger. So today we will end the second part of our education and enter the third. It's time to leave behind eight grade for prom and homecoming, and most of all, time to go from the middle school community that we're familiar with, that we love, and that we are in charge of, and cross the parking lot to the bigger, scarier high school, where we will be freshmen. But high school is going to be awesome—I'm sure of that already. And, I'm sure that we can handle all of it: the teachers, the seniors, and of course, the homework. So, it's time for our graduation. Here, now, today—we're ready, even though we might not know it. Let's go, and let's make today a day that we'll remember forever.
Jordan Frazier-Salutatorian
Welcome Father Stavros, Mrs. Strickland, teachers, our esteemed guest, Mr. Ruth, parents, and my fellow students.

"You're off to Great Places! Today is your day! 
Your mountain is waiting, So... get on your way!"

These words written by Dr. Seuss relate to today’s celebration because we are off to great places! My name is Jordan Frazier and I would like to welcome everyone for coming to this momentous occasion. I especially want to thank all the teachers and staff for helping us students, including me, to make it to this point in life. All students, Hannah, Jonathan, David, Brent, Peyton, Carter, and I have worked hard to make it to this point. Congratulations! 

 The Great Poet Ralph Waldo Emerson once said, “Do not go where the path may lead; go instead where there is no path and leave a trail”. The 8th grade has left a trail this year. We pushed ourselves beyond what we thought were our limits in Grand Canyon, a place many people don’t get to go. And as we continue our journey from this point on, we are prepared to leave a trail wherever we go.

At St. John, I find the small classes are very helpful. Because of this, students who are struggling or need help get the attention that they need. Social needs were not a problem considering that we knew everyone and learned to face conflicts together eventually forming special friends with each other. We did our best, and we learned from mistakes. My great memories include field trips to the Grand Canyon and the Florida Keys. With helpful teachers and great friends, this has been my best school year so far!

We all need inspiration to help us throughout the year. The one person who has inspired me the most was my grandmother. She has passed away, but her gifts live on. She taught me to be generous and loving to the people who are close to me in life. She was unselfish and generous. No matter what, she would do anything to stay with us, her grandchildren. To my fellow students, when you have people like her who come into your life, learn from them. Listen to them. Spend time with them. Growing up is not only learning the academics, but learning how to be unselfish and giving to others.

On behalf of everyone here today, I would like to thank the teachers, staff, students, parents and this school for a wonderful year. It has been a pleasure to be here. And again in the words of Dr. Seuss I say to my fellow graduates, 
“You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes.

You can steer yourself In any direction you choose.

You’re on your own. And you know what you know

You are the guy Who’ll decide where to go.”

Congratulations and thank you!
Stewardship Update (June 15, 2011)
Number of Pledged Families

280

Stewardship Goal


$300,000

Amount Pledged


$266,198.60

In 2010, at this time of the year, we had 316 pledged families, for a total of $284,092 pledged.  As you can see, we are somewhat behind last year’s pace on Stewardship.  While the average pledge is more than last year, the number of families who have pledged and the total amount pledged is down.  For those who have pledged this year, thank you for your generous support of St. John Greek Orthodox Church.  For those who have not pledged, please send in your pledge form today.  Extra forms are available in the church office.

Remember, the church relies on your generosity to not only keep it’s door open, but to offer it’s many ministries.  We all benefit from the church.  We all must do our part in support of our church!
THE DORMITION OF THE THEOTOKOS
BY DR. BILL MANIKAS

“In birth, you preserved your virginity, in death, you did not abandon the world Theotokos. As mother of life you departed to the source of life, delivering souls from death by your intercessions.” This apolytikion is chanted on the Feast Day of the Dormition of the Virgin Mary, the Theotokos, which is celebrated on August 15th.

The Feast commemorates the repose or dormition or “falling asleep” of the Mother of Jesus. This Feast is referred to by different names: The Koimisis (falling asleep) tis Theotokos, Dormition of the Virgin Mary or Assumption of the Virgin Mary. Orthodox Christians believe that the Theotokos was miraculous transported, in bodily form, to heaven after her death. Some accounts claim that she died in Jerusalem; others put her death in the Asia Minor (now Turkey) city of Ephesus; and others in Bethlehem. It is estimated that at her repose, the Virgin Mary was seventy years old.

The story of the Dormition does not appear in the Bible, but it is found in apocryphal stories and folklore, with written records dating back to as early as the third century. Some of these accounts are by Theodosius of Alexandria (5th. Century)  and Saint John of Damascus (7th.Century). For this article chief sources are the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese website and the book The Life of the Virgin Mary, the Theotoko written by the Holy Apostles Convent in Colorado.

At the time of her death, the disciples of our Lord, who were preaching throughout the world, were caught up on the clouds of heaven and transported to the bedside of the Theotokos. Except the Apostle Thomas, all of them including the Apostle Paul were gathered. At the moment of her death, Jesus Christ himself descended and carried her soul into heaven. 

After her falling asleep, the body of the Theotokos was taken in procession and laid in a tomb near the Garden of Gethsemane. On the third day after the burial, the Apostle Thomas, who was preaching in India, was caught up on a cloud and transported to a place in the air above the tomb of the Virgin. He observed the translation of her body into heaven. He asked her where she was going. She gave her cincture (girdle) to Thomas and she was gone.

Later, Thomas was desponded because he was not present when the Theotokos fell asleep. He beseeched the other Apostles to open the tomb to view her remains and bid her farewell. The tomb was opened and they saw that her remains had vanished, for she had been bodily transported to paradise.

Just as Thomas’ disbelief shortly after Christ’s Crucifixion, assured the resurrection of Christ, so too, Thomas’ delay in arriving for the burial of the Theotokos, assured the faithful that the Mother of God was bodily transported in to heaven.

The icon of the Feast of the Dormition of the Theotokos shows her on her deathbed surrounded by the Apostles. Christ is standing in the center looking at His mother. He is holding a small child clothed in white representing the soul of the Virgin Mary. With His golden garments, the angels above His head and the mandorla surrounding Him, Christ is depicted in His divine glory.

The Feast of the Dormition celebrates a fundamental teaching of our faith—the Resurrection of the body. In the case of the Theotokos, this has been accomplished by the divine will of God. Thus, the Feast is a feast of hope, hope in the Resurrection and life eternal. As the Apostles gathered around the body of the Theotokos, we gather around our departed love ones and commend their souls into the hands of Christ.

The commemoration of the Feast begins on August 1st. with a period of fasting. A strict fast is followed on most days during the two week period. Exceptions to the strict fast are on the Feast of the Transfiguration (August 6th.) and the day of the Dormition when fish is allowed. Oil and wine are allowed on Saturdays and Sundays.

On the weekdays before the Feast, the Great Paraklesis and the Small Paraklesis services are held. They are services of supplication and prayer for the intercessions of the Theotokos. On the day of the Feast of the Dormition (August 15th.), the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom is celebrated.

In addition to the prayers of intercessions of the Theotokos, hymns are sung at every Divine Liturgy. For example: “Only-begotten Son and Word of God, being immortal, Thou humbled Thyself  for our salvation, taking flesh by the holy Mother of God and ever-virgin Mary….This shows why she is important to Christians--she is the Mother of our Lord. Especially in the Roman Catholic Church and Orthodox Church, the Theotokos is held in high esteem and respect. Christ’s incarnation by the Holy Spirit and Virgin Mary made possible man’s salvation when Christ gave Himself as a ransom for all. Thus, she intercedes for us at the heavenly throne and serves as a protector. During many services the following words are chanted: “Yperaghia Theotoke, soson emas” which liturgically means “All Holy Theotokos protect us.” Only God can save us.

The Divine Liturgy: Part XII: The Prayer of the Proskomide
By Fr. Christos Mars
At the conclusion of the Completion Litany, before the exclamation by the Priest, there is a wonderful and uplifting prayer called the Prayer of the Proskomide.
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This prayer, which is found at the end of the Completion Litany, is a taste of the beautiful prayers and explanation of what is going on by the author, St. John Chrysostom.  This prayer, known as the Prayer of the Proskomide, was originally read at the Prothesis table or the table of Preparation where the Proskomide was being done. (See Article I)  Due to changes that have occurred throughout history in the Divine Liturgy, the prayer was moved to this point, before the Anaphora.  The prayer reads as follows:  “Lord, God Almighty, You alone are holy.  You accept a sacrifice of praise from those who call upon You with their whole heart.  Receive also the prayer of us sinners and let it reach Your holy altar.  Enable us to bring before You gifts and spiritual sacrifices for our sins and for the transgressions of the people.  Make us worthy to find grace in Your presence so that our sacrifice may be pleasing to You and that Your good and gracious spirit may abide with us, with the gifts here presented, and with all Your people.”
The prayer is meant to invoke our hearts so that we may be ready to pray and ask for the Holy Spirit to descend upon the gifts presented and turn them into the body and blood of Christ.

Once the priest has finished the prayer, he proclaims the exclamation, which as we have mentioned in previous articles is the conclusion of the prayer.  “Through the mercies of Your only begotten Son with whom You are blessed, together with Your all holy, good, and life giving Spirit, now and forever and to the ages of ages.”  To this the people respond with the “Amen.”
Following the prayer of the Proskomide, the exclamation by the priest, and the response of the people, the priest turns from his usually spot in front of the Altar Table, and faces the people.  It is here where the priest exclaims, “Peace be with you.”  The people respond, “And with your spirit.”  The priest then proclaims, “Let us love one another that with one mind we may confess:” The people respond with “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Trinity one in essence and inseparable.”  Now, if two or more priests are serving together for the Divine Liturgy, which we have discussed in previous articles, there are some small changes to the service.  At this point, many chanters and choirs wrongly chant the following hymn, “I love You, Lord, my strength.  The Lord is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer.”  At first glance you may not see that there is a big difference, but how can we confess the Lord is “my strength”, when we first must acknowledge that they are of one essence and inseparable?  The second thing that makes the second hymn not work here and improper is that following this hymn we confess the Creed, which says very clearly that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are one essence, therefore how can we confess anything else right before we recite the Creed?  Besides all of this, the hymn “I love you, Lord, My strength…” is actually the prayer that the priest recites as he is venerating the gifts that are to be offered for consecration.
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The reason that some chanters and choir do this is because the second hymn is longer, and can be stretched out so that if there are many clergy serving it gives time for them to exchange the Kiss of Peace.  As a side note, the topic of the Kiss of Peace is one that goes beyond the scope of these articles, as we can spend many articles on describing how the kiss began, why it is no longer used, why only the clergy are allowed to do it, etc.  Our purpose in this article is to look at what happens in the Divine Liturgy of today, and how some of the past has influenced what we have today.
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The Kiss of Peace, in our modern rite, is exchanged only between the clergy when there are two or more of them serving.  And there the kiss is only between each rank of the clergy.  (This will be explained in greater detail soon.)  The Kiss of Peace takes place as follows:  First the Priest, or Hierarch makes a prostration in front of the gifts, kisses the Paton first, which contains the bread that will become the body of Christ, then kisses the Chalice, which contains the wine that will become the blood of Christ.  Then he kisses in-between them showing the unity and bond between the elements.  In some cases you will also see the clergy kiss the Antimension to complete a cross. (See Article IX for Antimension)  Though this in not a standard practice amongst the Greeks, many other practices (Russian, Romanian, etc.) do venerate the Antimension.

Following the veneration of the elements, if there is two or more priests serving, the first priest in line would line up to the right of the Altar Table, and the second priest would kiss the gifts as described above, and then come to the first priest who says “Christ is in our midst.”  While this is being said the first and second priest kiss first each other’s right shoulder, then the left, and finally the right hand. The second priest’s response to the first priest is “He is and always shall be.”  And then the next priest the same, etc.  Now when a hierarch serves and there are no other hierarchs the same as described above happens when the priest approach him, however the priests only kiss the hierarch’s hand only.  He does not kiss their hands.  The same is true for deacons, who only exchange the Kiss of Peace with each other, and not the rest of the Clergy.

As an aside, we know that the Kiss of Peace was only exchanged between full members of the Church.  That is why when a Catechumen became a full Christian, the first person to administer the Kiss of Peace to them was the priest, to show to the faithful that this person has joined the ranks of Christ.  The Kiss of Peace amongst the people fell out of disuse because there were many abuses of the practice, such as young men and women using this opportunity to get to know each other better.  Also, many people used this opportunity to socialize.  The Church tried to separate men and women (men on floor level, women in the balcony. [or in countries like Greece, men to the right and women to the left.]) with not much success as the conversations continued.  It was ultimately decided (about 700 years ago) that the Kiss of Peace would remain only with the clergy.
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After the Kiss of Peace, the priest takes up the Aer (See Article I and IX), and waving it over the gifts, the Deacon exclaims, “The doors, the doors, in wisdom, let us be attentive.”  This call for the doors was given to the Door Keepers, to make sure that the doors of the Narthex were closed, so that the Catechumens, who were receiving instruction there, would not hear the Creed.  The Creed, which is the point by point summary (or Cliff notes) of what we believe in as Orthodox Christians, was very important in the early Church.  In fact to know the Creed meant that you had undergone a special service involving the Hierarch, in which he formally gave you the Creed and recited it for you, and you would recite it back to him.  It was not just simply knowing the Creed by heart (which many of our people today do not know) but also to pray it and understand everything that you are saying, and believe it.  The call was to make sure the doors of the Narthex, the class rooms for the Catechumens, were secured, so that this precious gift, not be let out until the proper time.

Following this exclamation by the deacon, the clergy and faithful recite the Creed.  As the Creed is being recited the priest is waving the Aer over the gifts.  There are two reasons for this.  The first is a practical reason.  In the early days of Churches, there was no air conditioning, or heat, and many times the services were done outside of Church buildings.  This would cause flies to approach the wine, since it is sweet, and they would begin to fly over the gifts.  The waving motion prevents the flies from coming close to and landing on the elements that will become the body and blood of Christ

The second reason for the shaking is a more theological reason, representing the earthquake that took place at the time of Christ’s crucifixion.  If you watch the priest carefully, they will stop shaking the Aer when everyone has said the following sentence in the Creed: “And He rose on the third day according to the scriptures.”  One final thing that needs to be addressed during this time, is when a hierarch is serving.  The same as described above takes place, except for when the priests are waving the Aer over the gifts, the hierarch is underneath the Aer.  The reason for is that in the Old Testament, in the book of Exodus, only the High Priest entered the tent where God lived.  Since our faith is based out of Jewish practices, some of those elements were borrowed and reinterpreted from their Jewish origins.

We conclude the Prayer of the Proskomide, but in Part XIII we will look at the Anaphora and we will continue our journey through the Divine Liturgy, shedding light on the most important Sacrament of our Orthodox Church.

Fr. Christos Mars is the Assistant Priest at the Cathedral of the Annunciation in Atlanta, GA.  In his theological studies, he specialized in the study of liturgics, the history and theology behind our services.  His series on the Divine Liturgy will be part of our monthly Messenger for the next several months as he walks us through the Divine Liturgy, both from the standpoint of what goes on, as well as its theological meaning and historical development.
My Pilgrimage to Turkey-Part I by Betty Katherine Palios
I am not a group traveler by nature.  I like the freedom associated with waking up in a place you have never been and deciding your fate for the day.  I also (if I’m really being honest with myself) like being in control.  However, after a series of unusual coincidences, I found myself signing up to be led on a religious pilgrimage this past May by a Bishop all over Turkey with a group of young adults I had never met.  Giving up freedom to be led by Bishop Savas of Troas, our walking Byzantine Encyclopedia/DJ Extroadinare, was well worth it.  Turkey is a dynamic country with what seems to be infinite historical layers to unveil. 

May 29th was our second day in Turkey.  May 29th marks the fall of Constantinople 558 years ago.  The Turks celebrate the "Conquest” with laser light shows and marching bands.  We started the day by walking to Holy Trinity, a modern church by Turkish standards built in the 19th century about a half-mile walk from our hotel.  The liturgy was in Greek, so although I don’t speak any Greek besides a few phrases, I had no problem following along with the hymns.  However, I found attending church a somewhat depressing experience; no one seemed engaged.  When Bishop Savas asked their local bishop if the memorial service was to mark the thousands of lives lost at the fall, he laughed and said there was no way they could ever do that; the Turkish government would never allow it.  
We spent the greater part of the afternoon visiting Church of Chora and Hagia Sophia, two beautiful churches converted into mosques after the fall and then into museums in 1948 as an act of diplomacy by the Turkish government.  I never realized how I discounted icons as a learning tool.  I feel like I learned the most from the icons I saw at the churches we visited, especially Church of Chora, where there is an unusual series of icons depicting the life of the Virgin Mary.  For example, I never knew that the Virgin Mary is thought to have not walked until she was four.   Nothing captures the enormity or the rush of emotions when you walk into Hagia Sophia and see everything it is and is not.  It is bigger than what any camera can capture or do justice. Unfortunately, the giant disks with Arabic writing will never come down as the name of Allah would be destroyed.  As we walked in, we learned about the Christians who had gathered there 588 years before to celebrate their last liturgy the night before the fall.  We learned about how the Sultan, Mehmet bowed down in awe upon entering Hagia Sophia for the first time.  I was reminded of the many historical perspectives this sacred space offered as I watched a Muslim woman venerate a column with a hole in it believed to grant wishes.  

On our last day in Istanbul we went to the Patriarchate.  As we pulled up to the Phanar, I noticed the blighted neighborhood surrounding us.  Bishop Savas and Father Bill, who put on their robes in the bus, were taunted by several people as we walked a block up to the Patriarchate.  The front gate of the Patriarchate always remains locked in memory of Patriarch Gregory the V, who was hung at the gate on Pascha in 1821 to assure that everyone who attended liturgy saw his body.  A deacon from Merrillville, Indiana, the Bishop’s home church, greeted us and took us into the Church of St. George.  St. George holds the relics of St. John Chrystosom and St. Gregory the Theologian, stolen during the Crusades and returned by Pope John Paul II in 2004. Surprisingly, the bones were large and intact.  

After spending time in St. George, the deacon escorted us up the stairs to a receiving room outside the Patriarch’s office.  We all waited somewhat nervously as the Deacon instructed us not to cross our legs or fail to respond if the Patriarch asked us a question.  When he walked in, we stood up and the Bishop introduced us individually.  The Patriarch then thanked us for coming and talked about the many religious freedom issues worldwide Orthodoxy faces every day.  He then gave us all a blessing and a cross, several books on the patriarchate.
We also went to Cappadocia and Izmir (Smyrna/Ephesus).  Cappadocia is one of the most unusual places on earth, full of volcanic rock formations, ancient cave churches and “fairy tale chimneys”.  I do not have room to talk about these two unique and interesting places, but they are well worth learning more about and visiting, especially Cappadocia.

As I thought back on my trip on the plane ride home, I realized along with gaining a greater understanding of church history, I felt a stronger sense of patriotism than I left with.  After seeing the disparity in how Christians and Muslims are treated in a “secular” country where a priest cannot walk around in his cassock, but a Muslim woman can wear a full burka, I felt an appreciation for the religious freedoms we enjoy.  After our Armenian tour guide had to avoid discussing the Armenian genocide or the catastrophe at Smyrna because our Turkish bus driver spoke English, I felt a great appreciation for the freedom of speech that we enjoy.  It is not just that Turkish people are not allowed to talk about attrocities like the Armenian genocide, they learn distorted facts about these subjects in school.  As American Orthodox Christians, we should all make a conscious effort to understand the issues the Ecumenical Patriarchate faces on a daily basis.  We should be aware of the many Orthodox countries in the world where martyrdom or lack of freedom to practice is part of the daily reality for Christians.
Betty Katherine Palios is a long-time member of our church and is starting a community outreach ministry (see above).  

Orthodoxy is Bigger than 2418 Swann Avenue

By Charlie Hambos

The address of 2418 Swann Avenue located in the hustle and bustle of the SOHO district of Tampa is the location of St. John Greek Orthodox Church and Day School. Generations of faithful stewards have called this place their spiritual headquarters. The church has also opened its doors for the festivals and countless sacraments (baptisms, marriages etc.) which often attract non-orthodox Christians and even non-believers of any organized religion. However, the essence of everything Orthodoxy and the headquarters of Orthodoxy is not located at 2418 Swann Avenue. Orthodoxy is much bigger than the everyday dealings at St. John Greek Orthodox Church. For many of us it makes a big part of our Orthodox experience but we must realize that Orthodoxy is much bigger than that and it goes beyond the borders of our city, our state, our country, Greece and the entire world. Orthodoxy is the true faith and it is a way of life. The Greek Orthodox Church is not the only Orthodox Church in the United States.  In the U.S. alone there are 13 different canonical Orthodox Jurisdictions. Each jurisdiction has many churches all over the country and they are struggling just like we are in an effort to preserve the faith. 
A friend and I decided to attend a small Orthodox parish in eastern Hillsborough County for Great Vespers. The church itself is the size of a house and there were about 9 people in attendance including the Priest and his wife. The singing was done by everyone and led from the pews by the Presbytera. It wasn’t in any particular chanting style but just more in tone with the occasional voice fluttering. Everything was in English with the occasional Slavonic and Greek only because the priest knew that my friend and I were “Greek” Orthodox. Initially, my thoughts were negative. Coming from St. John’s where we have a beautiful choir and chanting, I couldn’t handle the off tone and off tune. I followed along as best as I could. As the service concluded, I began to reflect on it immediately and enjoyed the idea of the entire congregation singing together, although there was only a hand full. Even though it didn’t sound the greatest, everyone participated and it was fulfilling. After the service my friend and the priest began to talk about Orthodoxy and our respective schooling and the different frustrations that come along with it. When it came to the topic of chanting he informed me that he knew Byzantine and Slavonic chanting but he didn’t really do it. He even informed me that he had to fire the chanters because they wouldn’t do anything in English. Being in the country, there was a bit of a language barrier and firing the choir in such a small parish caused major problems, not to mention they could have made up half of the congregation. The parish, like any other parish will move on and make good out of the unfortunate decision that had to be made.

Now, just make a quick comparison of that service to one of our services. Sure there is a major difference in sights and sounds and feelings but the faith is still the same. This is only one of hundreds of small parishes in all Orthodox jurisdictions struggling not only to preserve the faith but to keep the doors open for anyone. 

As my friend and I drove back home we reflected on our experience there and our overall thoughts on the Orthodox Church in general. We both admit that the Orthodox Church has so much potential to help people and that many people need Orthodoxy. Now, you may ask. What is the potential and how can Orthodoxy help people? My answer: Orthodoxy is a therapy, a way of life and an attitude with an ultimate goal to achieve salvation and a life with Christ. The Orthodox Church offers sacraments such as a Confession and Communion to strengthen and help the faithful stay on the straight path. It is not easy and it cannot be done alone. We offer worship services which involve all of our senses. Our hymns and our theology do not neglect the roughly 1,800 year church history. Our church fathers have been writing on love, faith, communion, confession and humility for hundreds of years all the way back to the time of Christ. If we can take these things and explain them, we can enrich the faith of so many.
We also discussed our mutual experience with Protestant churches. We said that the youth discussed some of the differences and said the Orthodox Church could learn some things from them such as dressing modestly when it comes to church related activities and dances and overall acting more Christ-like. We were quick to be careful on the terms we used. We asked ourselves whether terms describing people as “on fire for Christ” or “Reborn Christian” could be applicable to Orthodox Christianity or were these more Evangelical or Fundamental? We also asked in a world and in a country in spiritual crisis, how can the Orthodox help? 

We concluded that the Orthodox Church has so much potential at 2418 Swann Avenue, in Tampa, in Florida, in the United States and the entire world. We also concluded that the Orthodox Church has a lot of work to do everywhere and that it will be up to the future leaders of the church to reconcile. Once we realize and can imagine what Orthodoxy is and turn our focus to Christ then we will understand what we need to do. I hope and pray that you are ready because I know I am. 

Charlie Hambos, a member of our church, will be beginning his second year of study at Holy Cross School of Theology in August.  He will offer the sermon in church on Sunday, August 21.  And we will have a luncheon to benefit his studies on that day as well (see above).
Do Orthodox Christians Believe in the Rapture?

by  Fr. Chris Metropulos
The Rapture was supposed to have taken place over the weekend.  What happened? We are all still here.  Everyone has been talking about the issue and the Protestant preacher has now recalculated his numbers and says the end of the world is still coming but now it is on October 21, 2011.  You  can't make this stuff up but it sure does cause us to shake our head in amazement.  The real issue from my perspective is why isn't anyone asking the ancient and historical Church of Christ for her opinion and direction on this issue?  Do we believe in it? Do we not? To help us answer that question, Fr. Chris Metropulos, Executive Director of the Orthodox Christian Network, has something he came across on the Internet that he'd like to share with us. 
We DON’T believe in the Rapture in the Orthodox Church! This is a statement which should lead many to quickly jump to the conclusion that we are some sort of non-Christian cult, so let me explain what I mean by this statement.
A goodly number of Christians think the term “rapture” refers to the resurrection, and if “resurrection” were the simple meaning of the term “rapture,” then we would believe in it.

Our Creeds [Nicene and Apostles] and our theology give resounding proof to our belief in the resurrection of the body at the end of time. However, the term “rapture” has a somewhat different meaning than the simple concept of the resurrection and it is that difference which we don’t accept.

Based upon a misreading of Revelation 20 and 1 Thessalonians 4:14-17, the “Rapture” in its strictest sense refers to a belief that Jesus will return near the end of time to resurrect the dead and remove the living from this earth, will take them to heaven while leaving the lost souls of this world to endure the Tribulation and the reign of the Anti-Christ. For many, it is a very comforting thought that Christians won’t have to endure the Great Tribulation. However, this is NOT the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ or the belief of the ancient Church and we reject it for that and other reasons.

The doctrine of the “rapture” [and the term itself] was not heard in Christianity until sometime after 1807 when a Scottish pastor began advocating this concept, much to the joy [and relief!] of his followers. However, the belief wasn’t to gain much adherence until the mid-20th century. Since then, it has become popular to the point of becoming a mandatory doctrine in many churches in North America. As I said, however, this belief was not present in Christianity in the 18 preceding centuries, you won’t find it among the writings of the ancient Christian fathers [or the early Protestant reformers, for that matter] and that is one reason why Orthodox Christians don’t accept it.

A second reason is this. The doctrine of the rapture does not fit into the outline of end time events as offered by our Lord Jesus Christ. The earliest doctrine of the end times which the first Christians held was given by our Lord Himself and is recorded in St. Matthew’s Gospel [chapter 24]. These words were understood, believed, and transmitted for five decades before the book of Revelation was written. If one looks at the 24th chapter of Matthew [beginning at verse 3] he will find an outline of the end-time; spiritual deception, famines, natural disasters, wars, persecution of Christians, false prophets, the appearance of the Anti-Christ, the Great Tribulation [against the Church], supernatural changes in the cosmos, the Advent [return] of Christ, the gathering of the elect [the resurrection] and the final Judgment. All New Testament accounts of the end of time [1 Thessalonians 4:14-17, 2 Thess. 2:3-10, 1 Cor. 15:51-57, 2 Pet. 3:10-13 and Revelation 20] were, in the first century, measured against the Matthew outline. In this outline, it is very clear that 1) the resurrection doesn’t occur until AFTER the appearance of the Anti-Christ and the Great Tribulation of the Church and 2) the Church WILL BE experiencing the Great Tribulation.

This, of course, is NOT comforting news, but it makes it clear to us that we must be prepared and that we must live each day preparing for the possibility of that sequence of events. Our duty is to believe what we know to be true, not what makes us feel at ease. If we are instructed that Christians will, indeed, endure the Great Tribulation, then each of us should live his life in such a way as to enable him to be faithful to Christ in the midst of great persecution. This doesn’t mean worry; it does mean “be prepared.”

As I said at the beginning, “We don’t believe in the rapture in the Orthodox Church.” I think it is clear as to why.
Fr. Chris Metropoulos is the Proistamenos of the St. Demetrios Greek Orthodox Church in Fort Lauderdale, FL, and is also the director/founder of the Orthodox Christian Network and the Radio Show, “Come Receive the Light,” which we can hear on the radio each Saturday in the Tampa Bay area.

The Basics of Fasting

by Rev. Fr. Christos Mars
Fasting is an essential aspect of practicing the Orthodox life. You cannot be Orthodox and not fast. Unfortunately, many in the Church today do not participate in this grace-bestowing and life-giving ascetic practice. They do this to the loss of their own spiritual and bodily health. 
For Orthodox Christians, fasting is an important spiritual discipline, found in both the Old and New Testaments, and is tied to the principle in Orthodox theology of the synergy between the body (soma) and the soul (pnevma). That is to say, Orthodox Christians do not see a dichotomy between the body and the soul but rather consider them as a united whole, and they believe that what happens to one affects the other (this is known as the psychosomatic union between the body and the soul). Saint Gregory Palamas argued that man's body is not an enemy but a partner and collaborator with the soul. Christ, by taking a human body at the Incarnation, has made the flesh an inexhaustible source of sanctification.
Fasting can take up a significant portion of the calendar year. The purpose of fasting is not to suffer, but according to Sacred Tradition to guard against gluttony and impure thoughts, deeds and words. Fasting must always be accompanied by increased prayer and almsgiving such as donating to a local charity, or directly to the poor; to engage in fasting without them is considered useless or even spiritually harmful. To repent of one's sins and to reach out in love to others is part and parcel of true fasting. 

The Orthodox Church adopted fasting from the Old Testament. Christ Himself fasted and preached about its significance. In the gospel of Matthew it says, And Jesus said unto them, Can the children of the bride chamber mourn, as long as the bridegroom is with them? But the days will come, when the bridegroom shall be taken from them, and then shall they fast. (Matthew 9:15) 

In the Orthodox Tradition fasting is seen as a vital part of the spiritual life of the individual and the Church, not only because of its practice in the Old Testament but most importantly because our Lord Himself combined fasting and prayer in His earthly life. At the beginning of His ministry, immediately after His Baptism, He retreated into the wilderness where we read in Matthew And when he had fasted forty days and forty nights, he was afterward hungry. (Matthew 4:2) 

Who can forget his instruction to the Apostles in the case of the epileptic boy whose demon the Apostles could not cast out? This kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting. (Matthew 17:21) The Lord Himself gave instructions for fasting: But you, when you fast, anoint your head, and wash your face; that you appear not unto men to fast, but unto your Father which is in secret. (Matthew 6:17-18) 

The Apostles themselves kept in the Church the Lord’s example and mandate on fasting. As an example in the Acts of the Apostles we read: As they ministered to the Lord, and fasted, the Holy Spirit said, Separate me Barnabas and Saul for the work where-unto I have called them. And when they had fasted and prayed, and laid their hands on them, they sent them away. (Acts 13:2, 3) The familiar fast days of Wednesdays and Fridays date back to Apostolic times. The first century document called the Didache, more com-monly known in English as ―The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles‖ instructs the faithful: Your fasts must not be identical with those of the hypocrites. They fast on Mondays and Thursdays; but you should fast on Wednesdays and Fridays. (Didache 8:1) 

The Jews fasted on Monday and Thursday; the followers of Christ were to fast on Wednesday—the day when Christ was betrayed—and Friday—the day of His Crucifixion. 

The fasting referred to here was not simply an abstention from meat or dairy products—it was a complete abstention from both food and drink until sundown. This type of fasting was preserved in the Church on the Wednesdays and Fridays of Lent, which called for a complete fast from food and drink until the reception of Holy Communion at the evening Pre-sanctified Liturgy. (In the modern practice a light Lenten meal early in the day is generally observed). 

In the centuries following the time of the Didache Pascha was observed with at first a forty hour fast, then a week long fast and then a forty day fast, known to us as Great Lent. This forty-day fast was generally well established in the fourth century but was ob-served differently in different places. 
Some practices say that you should fast "until the ninth hour" (three P.M.) which survived in the Church in the liturgical fast for the Pre-sanctified Liturgy. (The Muslims observe the fast of Ramadan in the same way, eating or drinking nothing while the sun is up. Mohammed undoubtedly copied either a Christian or Jewish fasting practice that he was familiar with). 

At this time it should be pointed out that most people in the ancient world, at least in the Roman Empire, existed primarily on bread and vegetables. Fish and shellfish were common in coastal areas but meat generally was eaten only by the wealthy on a regular basis because of its cost. In the ancient world there was no means of refrigeration and meat was normally kept "on the hoof" until it was to be consumed. 

The only source of inexpensive meat was that left over from sacrifices in the various pagan temples. Because the animals offered in sacrifice had to be "without blemish" this was often a better grade of meat and what was not used in the Temple was offered for sale. 

Thus we read St. Paul's comments to the Corinthians about meat "offered in sacrifice to idols: Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that "an idol has no real existence," and that "there is no God but one." For although there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth--as indeed there are many "gods" and many "lords" -- yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist. However, not all possess this knowledge. But some, through being hitherto accustomed to idols, eat food as really offered to an idol; and their conscience, being weak, is defiled. Food will not commend us to God. We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. Only take care lest this liberty of yours somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. For if any one sees you, a man of knowledge, at table in an idol's temple, might he not be encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols? And so by your knowledge this weak man is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died. Thus, sinning against your brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if food is a cause of my brother's falling, I will never eat meat, lest I cause my brother to fall. (I Corin-thians 8:4-13) 

This passage, taken somewhat out of context, is read on the "Sunday of the Leave Taking of Meat" or Meatfare Sunday (8 days before the beginning of Great Lent), and was the Apostle's answer to the question of purchasing and eating meat that had been offered in sacrifice or when accepting an invitation to eat a meal that was offered to the public in a pagan Temple. Eating such meat is permissible unless it scandalizes someone who is weak in faith. Rather than do that the Apostle says "I will never eat meat." 

This Apostle’s words though, despite their being read on Meatfare Sunday, have little to do with the reason that most people regard fasting as abstaining from meat. Abstaining from meat was a practice that developed in the monastic movement of the fourth century.
There were several reasons for this abstention. First is the undeniable fact that meat tastes good! To give it up completely was a sign of self-denial. As Abba Evagrios writes in the Philokalia: When the soul lusts for various foods, let us confine it to bread and water, to make it grateful for even a thin slice of bread. (The Philokalia; Abba Evagrios, On Active Life). 

Secondly, in the physiological theory of the ancient world meat was a food, which because of the blood in it, was held to ―excite‖ the body. Digesting meat was seen as requiring more effort of the body and hence caused the passions to be stirred up. There were even Christians who condemned outright the eating of meat by any member of the Church. This monasticism gone awry was condemned at the Synod of Gangra in 340 A.D. 

Another reason why the monks followed a diet of bread and vegetables was, as mentioned above, that this was the common poor man's fare in the ancient world. When it came to the care of the body the monks believed in the simplest food and drink and often did not even bathe. 

Because of their abstention from meat all the time the monasteries in their various Typika or directories recognized different foods as permitted or not permitted on fasting days. During Lent and other fast periods they generally observed "dry eating" without the use of olive oil (a staple of kitchens in the ancient world) or wine. On some days oil was permitted. On feast days all foods including fish were permitted. In areas where meat was scarce and fish was more commonly eaten a differentiation was made between fish and shellfish when it came to fast days. 

The rules of fasting that are current in the Church generally reflect the monastic practices that developed in the Middle Ages from the variety of customs that the historian Socrates mentions. After the time of Iconoclasm in the 8th century these monastic practices became very popular even among clergy and faithful who were not in monasteries. The role of the monasteries in the victory over the iconoclasts was not forgotten. Monastic services supplanted the cathedral rite services and eventually caused them to disappear. The monastic rules of fasting were widely accepted in the piety of the Church although there has been great leeway in their interpretation. The words of Socrates bear repeating here: to the end that each might perform what is good not by constraint or necessity. 
Although the fasting practices themselves may have varied with time and place and from person to person in the history of the Church the fact remains that fasting has always been seen as an important part of Orthodox Christian Life. 

However, the Tradition of the Church has always seen fasting as only a tool to combat the passions and to open the door to the renewal of the Holy Spirit: beyond this higher purpose it has no value. 

Fast days 

There are four fasting seasons, which include: 

Great Lent (40 days) and Holy Week (7 days) Each Spring prior to Pascha
Nativity Fast (40 days—November 15-December 24) 

Apostles' Fast (variable length from zero to thirty days) and 

Dormition Fast (14 days) August 1-14

Wednesdays and Fridays are also fast days throughout the year (with the exception of fast-free periods. 
In some Orthodox monasteries, Mondays are also observed as fast days since Mondays are dedicated to the Angels, and monasticism is called the "angelic life"). 
Other days occur which are always observed as fast days: The paramony or Eve of Christmas and of Epiphany (January 5), Beheading of John the Baptist (August 29), and Exaltation of the Cross (September 14).
Levels of Fasting 

There are different levels of fasting depending on the fast period. The lower you get on the list the greater the fast becomes. 

No Fasting 

Fasting from meat 

Fasting from cheese 

Fasting from fish 

Fasting from oil and wine 

Strict fast (Xerophagia) 

Fast-free periods 

Certain festal periods are fast-free, meaning that fasting is forbidden, even on Wednesdays and Fridays (though fasting the morning you are receiving Holy Communion is never relaxed, except for health reasons). These periods are: 
The 12 days from the Nativity of Christ to Epiphany. 

The week of the Publican and the Pharisee (which is the week that falls exactly two weeks before the beginning of Great Lent each year)
The week following Pascha (Easter), usually called "Bright Week"
During the 50 days from Easter Sunday to Pentecost, the fasting l laws are lessened, wine and oil being permitted even on Wednesdays and Fridays. 
The week following Pentecost. is also fast-free.
Fr. Christos Mars is the assistant priest at the Greek Orthodox Cathedral of the Annunciation in Atlanta, Georgia.
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From FOX NEWS

With springtime, comes wedding season.

And while Hollywood is notorious for its countless failed marriages, the television industry appears to be increasingly obsessed with saying "I do" to wedding-themed reality shows. 
But are these shows, which emphasize the superficial aspects of weddings, contributing to the demise of marriage in America?

From WEtv’s hit “Bridezillas” to TLC’s “Say Yes to the Dress,” TV cameras have been following brides-to-be as they plan their impending nuptials for several years now. But recently, shows like VH1’s “Wedding Wars,” which features 12 engaged couples competing for their dream wedding and E!’s controversial “Bridalplasty,” which follows engaged women fighting for free plastic surgery ahead of their big day, it appears that wedding-themed television is on a downward spiral.

"All this [wedding hype] can trigger women to go too far and take unhealthy, drastic measures to slim down, and the joy of spending your life with that one special person is totally lost,” said relationship expert and author of “The Man Whisperer,” Samantha Brett. 
Any woman feeling pressure to look a certain way for her wedding only has to turn on the television set to be inundated with images of women trying to make unrealistic changes to her appearance before they walk down the aisle.

CW recently launched “Shedding For the Wedding” to get couples in shape for their special day, WE aired “Bulging Brides” which operates under the tag-line “Here comes the bride, all dressed and…wide?” and documents women’s desperate struggle to pop the pounds and “look picture perfect” to walk down the aisle. 

Furthermore, Fit TV’s “Buff Brides” addresses “many brides’ desire for a full body and lifestyle makeover prior to their wedding day” and follows New York brides-to-be as they train and tone.

“Women are bombarded everyday with advertising and messages that there is something wrong with them, something missing – all of these shows target the insecurity of women,” human behavior expert Patrick Wanis, PhD, told FOX411’s Pop Tarts.

“The danger of all these reality shows is that they reinforce the message that if you aren’t perfect and the wedding isn’t perfect, you aren’t good enough,” Wanis explained. “These shows damage average American men and women by brainwashing them into believing that fulfillment can only be attained via the perfect wedding.”

And it’s not just their bodies that are scrutinized. Couples who can’t afford to pay for a lavish ceremony are also shown constant images that suggest that without a big budget, their weddings simply won’t measure up.   

WE’s “Rich Bride, Poor Bride” showcases the trials and tribulations of pulling off a fancy wedding on a limited budget, and VH1’s “My Big Friggin’ Wedding” documents the drama five New Jersey couples go through in preparing for their big day. 

“When it comes to modern marriages, people forget that it’s not about the wedding ceremony or that one day, it is about the rest of your lives together,” Brett said. “This is forgotten when there is so much emphasis being put on this one day. “

And while pastor and pop culture expert Mark Turner applauded some of the shows for "genuinely trying to portray the joys of getting married,” ultimately, he agreed with Brett.

“Marriage is not about the venue, the perfect dress, or the size of one's budget,” he said. “But the promise made between husband and wife in the presence of God.”
Editor’s Note: Remember, a wedding, no matter how extravagant it is, lasts a day.  A marriage is supposed to last a lifetime.  Don’t put all of your attention on the wedding while neglecting preparation for the marriage.  Marriage is also a miracle—and the miracle is not a beautiful dress, nice flowers or spending lots of money.  The miracle is God coming upon two people and uniting them into a family.  No amount of money can buy that!!!
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A Word about Church Etiquette from Fr. Stavros
A recent baptism, where the sponsor was chewing gum with his hands in his pockets, made me think that we need come continued commentary on church etiquette.  The Orthodox Church is a sacred space.  Our society is losing its understanding of sacredness in general, but the Orthodox Church is a sacred place.  When you enter the church, you are entering a piece of heaven on earth.  There are large icons of the Lord, the Virgin Mary and the Saints, that dominate the church edifice.  The smell of incense reminds us of our prayers going to heaven.  The Body and Blood of Christ are present at all times on the tabernacle on the Altar Table.  So, whether there is a service going on or not, the church is sacred at all times.

When we enter the church for a service, before a service has begun, we should be quiet and reverend.  If speaking, it should be in hushed tones.  It is frustrating that before a baptism, the volume level in church would be the same as in a restaurant or bar, and that I often have to ask people for their attention to begin the service, or ask them to quiet down.  Leaving the church is the same thing—when waiting for Antithoron, please do so quietly, and whisper if you are going to speak.  

Cell phones—should be turned off during the service.  This is a time to disengage from the world and enter into God’s world.  The only cell phones that should be on are for doctors who are on call who come to church and these should be on vibrate mode.

Gum—belongs at a ballgame, not at church.  Our mouth should be praying and singing in church, not chomping on gum—too casual.

Hands in pockets—too casual.  Our hands should be in our laps or at our sides or folded in front of us, a position of reverence and attention.

Cocktail dresses—TOO SHORT for church.  Low-cut tops—inappropriate for church, and really for anywhere.  I realize this is the “style” but it leads to “impure thoughts,” and objectification of women, two things we already have too much of.  Dress in a manner that befits an encounter with the living God. 

Strapless dresses—in monasteries, women must have their heads covered in church.  In our church, we only ask for the shoulders.  A three inch wide strap is appropriate.  Less than that is not.

We should put on our Sunday best for church.  If the best at your disposal is blue jeans, then come in blue jeans.  But don’t opt for blue jeans if you have other attire.  If the best you have is a T-shirt, then do not stay away.  But if you own a polo shirt or a button shirt, or a coat and tie, then come at your best.  

I would never want anyone to stay away from church because of lack of an expensive wardrobe.  Merely, put on the “best” that you have in your wardrobe for church, and come to church respectfully, and ready for worship, not like you are ready for a night on the town.  As a society, we have become altogether immodest.  I do not wish to return to the overly dressed gentlemen and ladies of the middle-ages, but it seems that we have taken it to the other extreme.

Thanks for your efforts in preserving the reverend and holy atmosphere in our church.
ON CHURCH ATTENDANCE

By St. Theophan the Recluse

Do not be tempted to indulge yourself in not coming to church at the beginning of the service or leaving before it is over. Remember, each service is a complete unit and it can provide its full benefit only in its entirety. Just as food is tasty only when it is fully seasoned, so the service can completely satisfy the spiritual taste only when it is heard in full. Thus, he who misses the beginning or does not remain until the end is laboring, but he deprives himself of the fruit of his labor; he creates with one hand and destroys with the other.

Approaching the church, you must leave every care and worry about your affairs at the threshold in order to enter with a serene mind. Entering the church, you must put on reverence like a garment, remembering to Whom we are coming and to Whom we intend to address our prayers. 
Having taken your place in the church (best of all, the same place each time), you should gather your thoughts and mentally stand before the face of the omnipresent God, offering Him reverent worship in body and spirit, with a contrite heart and in humble reverence. After this, you must follow, without wandering thoughts, everything that is going on ––what is being sung and read in the church‐all the way to the end of the service. That is all! In this way, we will not be bored in church, looking here and there and starting conversations, and we will not be wishing that the service be over soon. Instead, passing from one prayerful feeling to another and from one reverent thought to the next, we will be like those in a fragrant garden, moving from one group of flowers to another.

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