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EDITORIAL

BRINGING ORTHODOX LEADERS TOGETHER TO DO GOD’S WORK
WHEN OUR SOLDIER’S CAME HOME FROM WORLD WAR II, METROPOLITAN ANTONY OF THRICE-BLESSED MEMORY HEARD THE FRUSTRATION OF MEN WHO HAD MISSED YEARS OF DATING TIME. TO
MEET THESE NEEDS, AS WELL AS THE ORGANIZATIONAL NEEDS OF A
GROWING CHURCH, SAYIDINA ANTONY ESTABLISHED SOYO. WHILE
FIRST PRESENTED AS A WAY TO SUPPORT CHOIRS AND CHURCHSCHOOL PROGRAMS, SOYO HELD REGIONAL CONFERENCES WHERE
YOUNG PEOPLE HAD BEAUTY CONTESTS, CHOIR AND BASKETBALL
COMPETITIONS, TEACHER WORKSHOPS AND MEETINGS.

The conferences grew in popularity and, indeed, did initiate the establishment of many new Orthodox families.
Bringing Church leaders together also resulted in the
organization of ministries that grew into today’s Heritage Department, Teen SOYO, Antiochian Women, The
Order of St. Ignatius, the Antiochian House of Studies,
eight camping programs and the Antiochian Village,
Charities and Children’s Relief, Christian Education,
College Ministry, Convention and Conference Planning,
Internet Ministries, Missions and Evangelism, Youth and
Parish Ministries, and now a young adult ministry. This
is the power of bringing Church leaders together to meet
the needs of the local church. All of these organizations
and departments grew because the local leaders recognized the needs of the local parish and understood that
they could work together on regional and archdiocesan
levels to meet these needs.
The genius of our Antiochian Archdiocese is that it
was not a top-down hierarchical model; rather, bishops

brought the faithful together, listened and encouraged
them, and then engaged them to organize their ministries and support them from the bottom up. Instead of a
simple clericalism, clergy and lay people worked together
to develop the ministries that the local parish needed to
respond to the needs of the local parish. Parishes gathered together and elected regional officers to facilitate
the work that would support their parish work. Regional
officers then promoted leaders to facilitate and develop
programs on an archdiocesan level that would support
the work of the regions in supporting the parishes. This
ministry was truly bottom-up in structure. It included
the Metropolitan and his clergy on every level, and was a
true synergy of efforts.
Today, organizational psychologists are promoting
bottom-up organizational structures as more efficient
and profitable business-structure models. Some in the
Church have noticed that this model of servant-leadership, bottom-up structures is what Christ taught, and
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our metropolitans have used it for perhaps the entire history of our Archdiocese. It is the
Orthodox way. I’m glad to see that if, at times, some have forgotten our roots and slipped
into clericalism, we can now be reminded by the world what our Christian roots are. Christ
girded himself with a towel and washed the feet of his disciples, modeling for them Christian servant-leadership that comes from the bottom up.
Metropolitan JOSEPH, like Metropolitans PHILIP and ANTONY before him, is making the Parish Life Conferences and regional ministries a priority. He wants the children to
get together to study, pray and play. He wants the adults to encourage each other, as they
minister on the local level, to share their work and challenges, and to be creative together, all
the better to meet the ministry needs of our times. Sayidna wants us all to study together to
define our mission better and to share the Gospel. He challenges us to grow our parishes, to
meet the needs of our communities, and to reach out to all the world. He wants the Parish
Life Conferences to support, model, reflect, and be this ministry.
Rising hotel and travel costs, pressures on families for their time and resources, and
shifting family priorities have challenged our Parish Life Conference system. These challenges will in turn affect the way that our Archdiocese will work. I believe we need to preserve the
servant-leadership, bottom-up model given to us
by Christ. To do so, each diocese will need to be
creative to respond effectively to the challenges of
our time, and the priorities and vision of our dear
Metropolitan. Families need to maintain their
stewardship responsibilities, by planning and
attending worthwhile Parish Life Conferences
that are affordable and beneficial. We need to be
deliberate about our goals and match them with
honest efforts.
While I write this editorial about servantleadership, bottom-up leadership, the Orthodox
bishops representing all of the Mother Churches
are preparing to gather in Crete later in June. As
we meet, I will keep in mind our Lord’s servantleadership, bottom-up teaching. I will also pray
that God may lead the Orthodox faithful and
bishops of the world to work together to discern
His will, and to execute faithfully decisions that
make way for the Kingdom of God. The challenges of World Orthodoxy are the challenges to
ministry that each of us face at our parish level
each day. World Orthodoxy is expressed in every
parish community, because that is the Church.
The local parish is where the Church is the gathering of God’s people to do God’s work. Like
politics, all church work is local, and it is from
the parishes that God speaks to people and converts hearts. This model offers new understanding on what it means to be one in Christ, and
what it means to lead.
Bishop JOHN
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Desiring Him Who Is Hidden
by Fr. Stephen Freeman

GOD HIDES. GOD MAKES HIMSELF KNOWN. GOD HIDES. THIS PATTERN RUNS THROUGHOUT THE
SCRIPTURES. A HOLY HIDE-AND-SEEK, THE PATTERN IS NOT ACCIDENTAL OR UNINTENTIONAL.
IT IS ROOTED IN THE VERY NATURE OF THINGS IN THE CHRISTIAN LIFE. A CHRISTIANITY WHOSE
GOD IS NOT HIDDEN IS NOT CHRISTIANITY AT ALL. BUT WHY IS THIS SO?
Our faith is about learning to live in the revealing of
things that were hidden. True Christianity should never
be obvious. It is, indeed, the struggle to live out what is
not obvious. The Christian life is rightly meant to be an
apocalypse.
God is not obvious. That which is obvious is an object. Objects are inert, static and passive. The tree in my
front yard is objectively there (or so it seems). When I

get up in the morning and take the dog outside, I expect
the tree to be there. If it is autumn, I might study its
leaves for their wonderful color change (it’s a Gingko),
but generally I can ignore the tree – or not. That’s what
objects are good for. They ask nothing of us. The freedom belongs entirely to us, not to them.
This is the function of an idol – to make a god into
an object. He/she/it must be there. The idol captures the
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divine, objectifies it and renders it inert and passive.
The God of the Christians smashes idols. He will not
stay put or become a passive participant in our narcissism. He is not the God-whom-I-want. Christ tells us,
“Ask, and you will receive. Seek and you will find. Knock
and the door will be opened.” The very center of the
life promised us in Christ requires asking, seeking and
knocking. The reason is straightforward: asking, seeking
and knocking are a mode of existence. Our usual mode of
existence, however, is to live an obvious life.
Have you ever noticed that it’s easier to buy an icon
and add it to your icon corner, than it is to actually
spend time and pray in your corner? There is a kind of
“Orthodox acquisitiveness” that substitutes for asking,
seeking and knocking. Acquisition is part of our obvious
form of existence. We have been trained in our culture
to consume. We acquire objects. On the whole, we don’t
even have to seek the objects we acquire, other than to
engage in a little googling. We no longer forage or hunt.
We shop.

Yet we were created to ask, seek and knock. That mode
of existence puts us in the place where we become truly
human. The Fathers wrote about this under the heading
of eros, desire. Our culture has changed the meaning of
eros into erotic, in which we learn to consume through
our passions. This is a distortion of true eros.
Christ uses the imagery of seeking (eros) in a number
of His parables: The Merchant in Search of Fine Pearls;
The Woman with the Lost Coin; The Good Shepherd
and the Lost Sheep; The Father and the Prodigal Son;
The Treasure Buried in a Field, and so forth.
But how does seeking (eros) differ from what I want?
Are these parables not images of consuming? Learning
the difference is part of the point in God’s holy hide-andseek. The mode of existence to which He calls us must be
learned, and it must be learned through practice.
Objects are manageable. They do not overwhelm or
ask too much of us. Consumption is an activity in which
we ourselves always have the upper hand. St. James offers
this thought: “You desire and do not have. You murder

Painted by Aidan Hart

“ASK, AND YOU WILL RECEIVE. SEEK AND YOU WILL

6 June 2016

and covet and cannot obtain. You fight and war. Yet you
do not have because you do not ask. You ask and do not
receive, because you ask amiss, that you may spend it on
your pleasures” (James 4:2–3).
What we seek (eros) in a godly manner, is something
that cannot be managed or objectified. It is always larger
and greater than we are. As such, it even presents a little
danger. It may require that we be vulnerable and take
risks. We are afraid that we might not find it, while also
being afraid that we will.
The parables are not about a merchant with a string
of pearls, or a woman with a coin collection. The merchant risks everything he owns just for the chance of
buying this one pearl. The woman seeks this coin as
though there were no other money in the world.
When I was nearing the point of my conversion to
Orthodoxy, a primary barrier was finding secular employment. It’s hard for someone whose resume only says
“priest” to get a job, or even an interview for a job. That
search had gone on, quietly, for nearly two years. It was
not an obsession – rather, more like a hobby. One day,
however, a job found me. The details are not important
here, but the reality is. The simple fact that a job was

likely to open up, that I only had to say, “Yes,” was both
exciting and frightening in the extreme. If I said yes,
then everything I had said I wanted would start to come
true (maybe). Everything I knew as comfortable and
secure would disappear (with four children to feed). If
everything I said I wanted started coming true, then the
frightening possibility that I might not actually want it
would also be revealed! I could multiply all of these possibilities many times over and not even begin to relate
everything that was in my heart.
The point that was at hand was the beginning of the
true search. The risk, the reward, the threat, the danger,
the joy and the sorrow, all of them loomed over me, frequently driving me to prayer. I made the leap and began
a tumultuous period in my life. But my life, like most,
eventually settled down and slowly became obvious.
St. Cuthbert of Lindisfarne, one of the great monastic heroes of the Celtic lands, had a way of dealing with
the obvious. He would walk into the North Sea from the
island where he lived, and stand in the waves up to his

FIND. KNOCK AND THE DOOR WILL BE OPENED.”
neck. It was a dangerous sea, not like an American beach.
He stood there at the point of danger – and prayed. St.
Brendan crossed the Atlantic with his monastic companions in a boat made of animal hides. Countless thousands of monastics wandered into deserts, forests, holes
in the ground, islands, all in order to place themselves at
that point where God may be found. Seeking God is not
done in the place of safety, though it is the safest place
in all the world.
Eros does not shop. True desire, that which is actually
endemic to our nature, is not satisfied with the pleasures
sought by the passions. It will go to extreme measures,
even deep into pain, in order to be found by what it seeks.
All of this is the apocalyptic life of true faith. The
question for us is how to live there, or even just go there
for once in our lives. I “studied” Orthodoxy for twenty
years. All of my friends knew (and often joked) about
my interest. Many said they were not surprised when
I converted. I was. I was surprised because I know my
own cowardice and fear of shame. If you liked Ferraris,
your friends wouldn’t be surprised if you had photos and
models, films and t-shirts. It might become obnoxious.
If you sold your house and used the money to make a

down payment on one, however, you’d be thought a
fool, possibly insane. Seeking God is like that.
There are quiet ways that do not appear so radical.
The right confession before a priest can be such a moment. Prayer before the icons in the corner of a room
can become such a moment, though it takes lots of practice and much attention. They cannot be objects and the
prayer cannot be obvious.
All of this is of God, may He be thanked. We do
not have to invent all of this for ourselves. It is not
“technique.” The God who wants us to seek is also kind
enough to hide. Finding out where He is hiding is the
first step. Finding out where you are hiding is the next.
But the greatest and most wonderful step is turning the
corner, buying the field, selling everything that you have,
picking up the coin, making that phone call, saying “yes”
and “yes” and “yes.”
Fr. Stephen Freeman
St. Anne Orthodox Church, Oak Ridge, Tennessee (OCA).
Fr. Stephen is also the author of Everywhere Present and the “Glory
to God” podcast series.
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A JOINT STATEMENT:

Three Years After the Abduction of
Metropolitans PAUL and YOUHANNA

On April 21, 2016, a joint statement was issued by the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and All the East, and
the Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and All the East, marking the three-year anniversary of the abduction of
Metropolitans PAUL and YOUHANNA.
Beloved Spiritual Children, Our Compatriots,
Brothers and Sisters in Humanity,
On this day, three years ago, the Bishops of Aleppo, Metropolitans PAUL (Yazigi) and YOUHANNA
(Ibrahim) were kidnapped near Aleppo. This occurred
while they were on a humanitarian mission to save others.
Since then, we have heard no official news about them.
No governments, associations, or great or small powers
have provided us with any information about them. For
three years their situation has shared in the general human suffering inflicted by terrorists: abductions, massacres, deracination, takfir, and bombings. This abduction
was perpetrated under pretexts – slogans and clichés –
with no sympathy for tearful mothers from Syria. It has
been perpetrated with no regard to the broken hearts of
those who have prayed and worked to end this war that
has been inflicted on us for the last five years.
Today, as we draw public attention to this great
tragedy, we feel the need to emphasize the fundamental principles we have stated before, and which we share
with many. They are as follows:
If the intention of the kidnappers was to intimidate
us, we remind all that we Christians are the descendants
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of those who, two thousand years ago, put on the name
of Christ in this particular land. We are no giants, and
we do not have the support of the “giants.” We mold
our bread from this land, and from the strength of our
belonging to it. Thus we preserve our identity as Antiochian Easterners, through whatever difficulties or tribulations. We have spared no effort, but our main, indeed,
our only hope, is in God. Our strength is only and solely
the determination of our people who love their Church
and their land, and are deeply rooted in them. We shall
continue to live in this East, ringing our bells, building
our churches, and lifting up our Crosses. The arm that
will be extended to these Crosses or bells will be supported by our Muslim friends from all national backgrounds.
They are the Muslims of the Bilad al-Sham, the people of
moderation, who are suffering like us from the bitterness
of blind terrorism and takfir. This takfir is a condemned
intruder on our past and present Christian-Muslim relations. The history of friendship and brotherhood that we
share together with people from a broad spectrum shall
support our endeavors. Our Crosses have been broken,
our people have been displaced, our country has been
torn apart, and our churches and mosques have been

burnt. Our children have been deprived of their loved
ones, those who have perished because they witnessed
to the Truth in this world of falsehood. In the horror of
the situation and its severity, we see the way of Golgotha
of our Lord Jesus Christ. We extend to all the darkness
of this age the light of the Virgin’s eyes, venerated by
both Christians and Muslims. We implore her to bring
back to us all kidnapped people, our brother bishops of
Aleppo, along with abducted priests.
We remain in this land, and we will spare no means
to defend it and defend our presence in it. We were not
a minority, and will never be. Thus we advise those who
are concerned for “minorities,” those who are opening
wide the doors to receive Syrians of different backgrounds, that it is more fitting to seek a resolution here,
and to save people from the burden of perilous travel at
sea and the danger of shipwreck. We appreciate every
humanitarian effort by governments or organizations.
Let us be blunt, however: we cannot be protected by
the facilitation of migration by refugees. We are not petitioning for protection. Rather, we are seeking peace.
The kind of peace we seek is not founded on notions of
minorities and majorities, but on coexistence, citizenship and moderate religious discourse. Peace does not
come from enforcing economic blockades and foreign
economic sanctions; these only hurt homeless children
and poor people, people who have become casualties of
the arms’ market, used according to countries’ interests.
We reiterate our words to the international community: we are grateful for your feelings of empathy and
your statements of condemnation. After these three
years, however, we hold everyone responsible for overlooking the bishops’ abduction, and for saying nothing
about it. We urge everyone to replace their condemnations and promises with serious, practical work, putting
their words into action and proving their good will.
We hereby renew our appeal for the liberation of our
brother bishops. We call on the decision-making countries, and those who have the political power to “release
and bind,” to put an end to this human tragedy, that
shares in the magnitude of the Syrian people’s tragedy.
We value and appreciate every effort, local or international, to meet and engage in dialogue. It is the only
valid way for establishing peace in Syria, throughout the
East, and in the entire world.
As we offer our prayers for peace in Syria, in the East
and the whole world, we send greetings to the citizens
of Aleppo and to our parishioners there. We send greetings to our parents who are filled with hope, to all warm
hearts who love Bishops YOUHANNA (Ibrahim) and

PAUL (Yazigi). We also send greetings to all our beloved
children at home and abroad, who are united in their
love for their homeland and country of origin. We send
our greetings to all Antiochians united in prayer and
supplications in every corner of the earth.
As we draw near to the Holy and Glorious Pascha,
the feast of the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ,
we implore Him to cast away the stone which lays heavy
upon this East. May the Light of the Resurrection shine
on the East. We entreat our Holy God to comfort the
hearts of all fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters, and
friends afflicted by this conflict, so that they may hold
on to the hope of the Resurrection. We pray to the Crucified One, Who has powerfully trampled down death
by death, buried by His death the clamor of the evil one,
and strengthened the hearts of His disciples. May He
comfort the hearts of our children, and establish peace
in the land of peace. This land is now bleeding, but shall,
without doubt, rise again. We are the children of the
Resurrection, and of Light. Our prayer goes to the Lord
of the Resurrection and the Master of Lights, that He
may surround with His comforting Light and divine
protection all those who are defending their land, give
eternal rest to all the martyrs, and bring back safe all the
abducted people to their loved ones.
To our brothers, the two bishops, we say: You are
fragrant incense in the midst of the current darkness.
You are a glorious, divine lamp amid the perils of self-interest, walking in the glowing countenance of the Holy
One. From Him you draw strength for yourselves and
for the parishes entrusted to you. We are praying unceasingly to our Savior, and by His saints, to take away from
our sight this heavy, foreboding cloud, and to grant to
the souls of our martyrs eternal rest in His Light and
protection for our families.
Be with us, O Lord, and surround us by Your Divine
Comfort. Strengthen us by the Light of Your peace. May
our hearts abide by the strength of Your saving hope. Be
our succor and protector. Fill our souls with the light
of Your peace, and make our souls shine with the rays
of Your compassion. Comfort those who are kidnapped
and bring them back to their families. O Lord, be with
the displaced and help us find ways to alleviate their
suffering. Care for the orphans and have mercy on our
martyrs. Soothe the hearts of their beloved ones by Your
Holy Spirit.
Give us, O Lord, the Light of Your peace, and crown
our lives with Your glorious presence.
Syrian Orthodox Patriarch of Antioch and All the East
MOR IGNATIUS APHREM II
Greek Orthodox Patriarch of Antioch and All the East, JOHN X
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Will the Cradle of Christianity Be Without Christians?

This presentation was
made by Dr. Najib
E. Saliba at the annual dinner before
Easter, sponsored by
the Melkite Catholic
Church of Worcester,
Massachusetts, to benefit
needy Lebanese-Syrian
children. Dr. Saliba is a
Professor of Middle East
History at Worcester State
University, Worcester.
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hose who follow current Middle East developments closely have probably reached
the conclusion that Christianity and Islam
are at war. This is certainly not the case.
Christianity and Islam are not at war, but
a fringe of “Muslims” who have gone astray from true
Islam, do not speak for Islam, nor do they represent the
majority of Muslims, are attacking Christians, as well
as non-Christians, even Sunni Muslims who disagree
with them. When Muhammad started his call to Islam
and the worship of one God, Allah, early in the seventh century, A.D., the majority of Arabs in the Ara-

bian Peninsula, except for a few Christian and Jewish
tribes, were pagan worshipers. How did the prophet of
Islam treat the Christians and Jews whom he encountered? He recognized them as the “People of the Book,”
meaning possessors of a divine revelation, the same revelation Allah has sent to the Arabs through him. Prophet
Muhammad gave Christians and Jews autonomy and
protection of life and property in return for a poll tax
called “jizya.” When he was challenged by the pagan Arabs to produce evidence for the existence of Allah, the
one God, he referred them to the Jewish and Christian
prophets who preceded him as evidence. He told them

he was not bringing a new religion into the world, that
he was walking in the footsteps of the Jewish and Christian prophets who preceded him. Allah has sent the same
message to Jews and Christians before him; now it is the
Arabs’ turn.
As the Muslims grew in number and strength, and
Muslim-controlled territory expanded, the Prophet sent
a letter to the monks of St. Catherine’s monastery in
Sinai about 628 A.D., which opened as follows: “This
is a message from Muhammad ibn ‘Abdallah, as a covenant to those who adopt Christianity, near and far, we
are with them.” The letter went on to give the Christians

safe conduct and security of life and property, including churches, monasteries, institutions, and movable or
immovable possessions. Muhammed assured Christians
that no coercion of any kind would befall them. This
covenant, he said, was binding on all Muslims till the
end of time.
Following Muhammed’s death in 632 A.D., his successors, the caliphs, began to expand territorially to the
northeast and the northwest of the Arabian Peninsula.
Iraq, Syria, and Egypt were predominantly Christian
at that time. In dealing with the Christians of the new
territories, the caliphs and army commanders followed
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the precedents set by Muhammad with the Christians of
Arabia and Sinai. Thus, when Khalid ibn al-Walid laid
siege to the city of Damascus in 635, he issued the following proclamation to the people of Damascus:
In the name of Allah, the compassionate, the merciful. This is what Khalid ibn al-Walid would grant to
the inhabitants of Damascus if he enters therein: he
promises to give them security for lives, property,
and churches. Their city shall not be demolished,
neither shall any Muslim be quartered in their
houses. Thereunto, we give them the pact of Allah,
and the protection of his Prophet, the caliphs, and
the believers. So long as they pay the poll tax (jizya)
nothing but good shall befall them.
Consequently, Damascus opened its gates to Khalid, and
Khalid kept his word.
In addition to the above account, the Qur’an, the
Muslim Holy Book, places Jesus and his mother Mary
in a place of honor. There is a special Sura or chapter
in the Qur’an devoted to Mary and Jesus. The Qur’an
states that Jesus was sent as a miraculous sign and mercy
to all the people. Furthermore, the Qur’an confirms
the miracles of Jesus, and claims that Jesus spoke in the
cradle saying, “God has made me blessed…so peace be

12 June 2016

upon me, the day I was born, the day that I die, and the
day I am resurrected.” The Qur’an also mentions that
the angels told Mary that “God has chosen you, and
purified you, and has chosen you above the women of
all nations.”
The above account tells us how authentic Islam treated the Christians. As a result, the inhabitants of Syria,
Iraq, and Egypt welcomed the Arabs and helped them
take over. Perhaps that was because the Arabs were no
strangers to the lands north of Arabia. They had traded
and interacted with their inhabitants for centuries. History does not tell us of any Christian uprising against
Arab rule. On the other hand, the Christians of Syria
and Egypt were estranged from Byzantine rule because
of high taxes and religious persecution, as the Iraqi
Christians were estranged from Persian rule.
If we are not aware of how Islam treated Christians
in its formative period, we may reach the conclusion that
Islam and Christianity have always been at war. Nothing could be further from the truth. Of course, what is
happening currently to some Middle East Christians at
the hands of ignorant militant jihadis is no less than a
Greek tragedy. Islam, however, is not the culprit. It’s an
erroneous interpretation of Islam on the part of a fringe
of extremist Muslims who exploit periods of political
unrest to spread religious fanaticism, intolerance, death
and destruction.
History tells us that whenever there is a disruption of
law and order Christians suffer. The fate of Iraqi Christians here is a classic example. The political destabilization of Iraq was the result of the U.S. occupation and
the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003. As a result,
Iraqi central authority collapsed and a breakdown in law
and order occurred. Either the U.S. did not have enough
troops or it was unwilling to maintain public security.
Everything in Baghdad became a free-for-all. The law
of the jungle prevailed. The only government building
that remained intact was the Ministry of Petroleum.
Asked why the U.S. did not maintain law and order,
our Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, responded,
“Let the people enjoy freedom!” In this atmosphere of
chaos, Iraqi Christians became a target. At the time of
the American invasion, Iraqi Christians numbered about
a million to a million and a half. It is estimated that
more than half of them fled Iraq. In 2006, some 20,000
Christians were driven out of Baghdad while our troops
looked on. The city of Mosul in northern Iraq used to
have “tens of thousands of Christians,” according to
a recent issue of the Economist magazine. Perceived as
pro-American, a number of them were killed in 2008,

of political reforms. It didn’t take long, however, for its
real objective to be revealed: the overthrow of the secular
Assad regime and the establishment of a Muslim state
controlled by the Brotherhood in its place. Unlike the
late 1970s and the early 1980s, this time the Brotherhood was assured of Arab and Western support. Hence,
the demonstrations, disguised at first as calls for political
reform, turned into an ugly sectarian war: extremist Sunnis versus all others. It still grinds on.
The Syrian war has been an unmitigated disaster to
all Syrians, Christians in particular. Christians are considered by some jihadi militants as pro-West, infidels, or
leftovers from the medieval Crusaders, for lack of better
knowledge. As a result, Christians became targets for attack. Two Archbishops based in Aleppo were kidnapped
while returning from parish visits in 2013, never heard
from again. Priests were killed, churches damaged, pillaged, or torched. The historic town of Ma’lula, where
the language of Christ, Aramaic, is still spoken, was attacked by the militants of the Islamic State. Some inhabitants were killed, nuns kidnapped, historic monasteries

AT THE TIME OF THE AMERICAN INVASION, IRAQI CHRISTIANS NUMBERED
ABOUT A MILLION TO A MILLION AND A HALF. IT IS ESTIMATED THAT MORE
THAN HALF OF THEM FLED IRAQ.
including the Chaldean Archbishop. Worse was yet to
come! When the Islamic State occupied Mosul in 2014,
Christian homes were marked with the letter “N”,
meaning Naṣrani or “Christian” in Arabic. Christians
were given the choice: convert to Islam, pay the “jizya,”
or death. This is the first time Christians in the Arab
Middle East were persecuted for their faith. Eventually
some were killed, while others were driven out with only
the clothes they had on. In 2014, the Islamic State declared that Mosul was free of Christians. In summary,
Iraqi Christians were victims of foreign intervention,
misinformation, miscalculation, and bad planning.
As for Syria, factors of destabilization are not dissimilar to those of Iraq. They include the Muslim Brotherhood, a domestic factor, working in full collaboration
with foreign states, Arab and non-Arab alike. The Arab
states include Saudi Arabia, Jordan and the Arab Gulf
States. The non-Arab states include Turkey, the United
States, Britain and France. The Muslim Brotherhood,
still reeling from its defeat in Syria in the early 1980s,
spearheaded political unrest in 2011 under the cover

and churches pillaged, bells stolen, crosses removed and
replaced by the black flag of the Islamic State. “We were
horrified by what we saw,” said one town resident. “Everything was ruined, burned and plundered; … after the
militants stormed the city, they stole all they could and
destroyed the rest,” he continued.
The city of Aleppo was the home for some 220,000
Christians. About ten percent of them had fled by
October 2013. More must have fled or been killed by
now. About 80,000 Christians were forced out from the
Homs area in central Syria. We learn from an article by
Robert Fisk, a well-known authority on the Middle East,
that 3,000 Christians from Qamishli, northeast Syria,
had already emigrated by November, 2014, and the rest,
about 5,000, were considering emigration, if they got
the chance.
How do Middle East Christian hierarchs react to the
flight of their flock? Christian hierarchs, of course, resent losing their parishioners to emigration, but cannot
prevent them from doing so. In an impassioned plea issued by the Melkite Patriarch GREGORY III (Lahham)
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lation has lived for over a thousand years peacefully
together. These terrorists whether in Ma’lula, [or
elsewhere], have committed atrocious crimes under
the color of our religion. We Muslims, cannot stand
in silent witness of their acts.

last September, the patriarch implored Syrian Christians
not to leave. “Despite all your suffering,” the Patriarch
said, “Stay! Be patient! Don’t emigrate. Stay for the
church, your homeland, for Syria and its future!” About
80 leaders attended a conference of Christian leaders in
‘Amman, Jordan, in 2013. In their final statement, they
were unanimous in rejecting any foreign intervention in
Syria. The solution in the Middle East, the statement
said, lay in building the democratic secular state, one
that protects the personal rights and freedoms of all its
citizens. Emigration was not the answer, they stressed,
and they urged European states not to encourage Syrian
Christians to emigrate.
The country, however, that has the largest concentration of Christians in the Middle East is Egypt: between
8 and 10 million. Despite their number, Egyptian Christians are no better off than the Iraqi or Syrian Christians.
They have suffered from discrimination, abduction, attacks on monasteries and churches, and sometimes murder. Twenty-one Egyptian Christian workers in Libya
were kidnapped in 2013 by extremists loyal to the Islamic State or ISIS, and butchered in 2015 on a Libyan
beach. About the same time the Copts were kidnapped,
St. Mark’s Cathedral in Cairo was attacked while a ser-
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vice was in progress. Two were killed, 80 wounded, and
the service interrupted. Outside Cairo, especially in
southern Egypt, attacks on priests and churches, and
kidnappings for ransom, are not uncommon. Muhammad Mursi’s one-year presidency was the worst for the
Copts. Following his overthrow, the Copts were blamed,
and consequently, they suffered more attacks and abductions for ransom.
At this point, it is important to mention that some
Muslim intellectuals in the U.S. and the Arab world
condemned the Islamic State’s attacks on Arab Christians and other minorities, as well as the destruction of
historical, religious, and cultural landmarks in Syria and
Iraq at the hands of extremists. A good representative of
these writers is ‘Azizah al-Hibri, a professor Emerita and
a human rights lawyer. In an article entitled “Christian
minorities: our trust betrayed,” ‘Azizah says,
A couple of weeks ago, the sleepy village of Ma’lula
in Syria was attacked by a gang of armed terrorists. Several of its inhabitants were killed, its historic
monasteries and churches pillaged, and its crosses
were removed.
Ma’lula is one of the last places on earth that speak
Aramaic, the language of Jesus. Its interfaith popu-

In a recent article in the Economist magazine the author states that, “the proportion of Middle Easterners
who are Christian has dropped from 14% in 1910 to
4% today.” This is generally correct. The trend in the
Christian population has been downward for a long
time, and not necessarily because of violence or religious
persecution. In Lebanon, for example, Christians outnumbered Muslims in the last official census taken by
the French in 1932. Since then, all unofficial censuses
make the Christians about 35% of the population at
best. Many factors account for the diminishing Christian numbers. Christians are more likely to emigrate
than Muslims. In the first wave of emigration from
Greater Syria between 1880 and World War I, the immigrants were overwhelmingly Christian and from the
Mount Lebanon area. There was no violence or religious
persecution at the time in Mount Lebanon. On the contrary, people used to say, “Happy is he who has a goat’s
resting place in Mount Lebanon.”
If so, why did the immigrants leave? They left basically for economic betterment. They heard that the
streets in America were paved with gold. The idea of instant wealth drove many to emigrate. Perhaps the most
important reason behind the declining number of Christians, relative to Muslims, is the fertility rate. Muslims
have more children than Christians. Christians tend to
emigrate; Muslims tend to stay. Sometimes, Muslim

translated Greek, Syriac, and Persian medical, scientific,
astronomical, philosophical and humanistic knowledge
to Arabic. The Arabs learned and assimilated this knowledge, and in turn produced a great civilization between
the 9th and the 16th centuries that Europe could never
match at the time. Spain, called Andalus by the Arabs,
flourished materially and intellectually under Arab rule.
When the Crusaders came to Syria at the end of the eleventh century, the medical knowledge they brought with
them was so primitive in comparison to Arab medicine.
In modern times, Arab Christians spear-headed the
Arab literary Renaissance and the revival of the Arabic
language and humane learning. Butros Bustani founded the first national school in 1863. Archbishop Yusuf
al-Dibs founded the Ḥikma school in 1875. The first
Arabic printing press was introduced by the monastery
of St. John in Khinsharah, Mount Lebanon, in 1734.
The first Arabic newspaper was published by Rizkallah
Ḥassoun in 1855. Khalil al-Khouri published Ḥadiqat
al-Akhbar in 1857. Between 1870 and 1898, Arab
Christians founded 17 newspapers and magazines in
Lebanon and Egypt, including the newspapers al-Ahram, al-Muqaṭṭam, and the magazines al-Muqtaṭaf and
al-Hilal. In politics, Najib ‘Azouri was the first to draw
attention to the rising Zionist threat in Palestine in his
book, The Awakening of the Arab Nation, published in
French in 1904. George Antonius wrote the Arab Awakening, the first seminal work on Arab Nationalism. The
only three secular political parties in Greater Syria were
founded by Arab Christians. Finally, all the members of
the Pen League, al-Rabiṭa al-Qalamiyya, in the United
States, who contributed significantly to modern Arabic

“DESPITE ALL YOUR SUFFERING,” THE PATRIARCH SAID, “STAY! BE PATIENT!
DON’T EMIGRATE. STAY FOR THE CHURCH, YOUR HOMELAND, FOR SYRIA AND
ITS FUTURE!”
men marry more than one wife, and hence have more
children.
Will the cradle of Christianity ultimately lose its
Christians? It’s conceivable, but I hope not. History tells
us that Arab Christians have survived past crises and
are likely to survive the current and future ones as well.
Arab Christians have always been a dynamic, vibrant
and civilizing part of the population of the Arab world,
past and present. In the past, following the Arab conquest of Iraq, Syria, Persia, and Egypt, Arab Christians
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THE PRIESTHOOD: BIBLICAL, CRUCIBLE, MIRACLE
by Fr. John Oliver

L

et us begin with a conversation between two
seminarians. A first-year student was listening to a
third-year student, who returned from the Christmas break in a very different condition then when
he departed for it. During a liturgy in early December, the third-year student had entered the rank of the
ordained Christian priesthood through the hand of his diocesan bishop. Before returning to the seminary in January
to complete his studies, the newly-ordained had attended a
parish council meeting, began hearing confessions, met with a
few troubled parishioners, attempted to counsel a nearly-dead
marriage, and delivered a Nativity homily that his listeners
were as indifferent to as he was as proud of. As he shared these
details with his first-year seminarian friend, our new laborer
in the Lord’s vineyard wondered aloud, “What have I gotten
myself into?”
What, indeed. The collar is more than a piece of plastic
and weighs more than a few ounces; it is an entire shift in
perspective, a portal to a whole new perception and burden
that, once crossed, can never be undone within the man who
crosses it. The plastic itself may come on and off, but when
the grace of ordination falls on a man, the collar is affixed to
his heart and the white square inch it reveals to others hides
a world of experiences he did not anticipate and feelings he
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cannot describe. In his quiet moments, usually in the wake
of some fresh encounter with his impotence to fix the broken
humanity before him – even though he may feel an acute
expectation from God to do so – the priest of thirty days and
the priest of thirty years can ask the same question, “What
have I gotten myself into?”

THE PRIESTHOOD: BIBLICAL
To begin any exploration of an answer to that question,
we may turn to Holy Scripture. What do we find there about
priesthood? What is the origin, the purpose, what do we find
about the glory and the horror of this vocation?
According to one count, the word priest and its derivatives – such as priestly or priesthood – appears 846 times in The
Authorized Version of the Holy Scriptures, with about 80 of
those in the New Testament. Like the words tradition, image,
feast, incense – the word priest is, biblically, a fundamentally
positive term that sometimes takes on negative expression:
• tradition is a good thing, as in II Thessalonians 2, until it
contains vain and worldly wisdom, as in Colossians 2;
• incense is a good thing, as in Psalm 140, until it is offered
by those who have neglected the fatherless and the widow,
as in Isaiah 1;
• a feast is a good thing, as in Leviticus 23, until it is attended

by those who ignore social justice, as in Amos 5;
• an image is good thing, as in Genesis 1, until it becomes
the graven kind worshipped instead of venerated, as in
Genesis 32;
• and priesthood is a good thing, as in Exodus 19, until the
office is occupied by those who love the praise of men and
hate the Son of God, as in Matthew 20. The perversion by
men of what God has made does not nullify the goodness
of what God has made.
In the biblical narrative, where does the first reference
to priest appear? Genesis 14 and the story of that mystical
figure, Melchizedek. This is significant, for while later Old
Testament priests – such as Jethro or Aaron or Zadok – drift
into antiquity, only the first priestly figure of Melchizedek
survives into the New Testament as the bridge to the final
priestly figure of Christ. The first priest and the final priest are
connected in a way that gives priesthood its meaning, just like
the first Adam and the final Adam are connected in a way that
gives humanity its meaning. To try to understand priesthood
apart from Christ is like trying to understand incense or feast
or image or tradition apart from the life in Christ – it becomes
all form and no content, all style and no substance, all theater
and no reality.
Priesthood is biblical, and biblically good. But why have
it? Why was the priesthood necessary then? As we will see,
the priesthood was necessary then for the same reason it is
necessary now. To get a sense of that, we must begin in the
beginning.

THE NECESSITY OF PRIESTHOOD
It is the conviction of the Christian faith that the Creator
made the heavens and earth and all the abundance thereof
out of nothing, or more precisely, out of non-being. Then, in
a sweeping crescendo, He made man – male and female. This
entire material creation not only did He love into being, but
His love sustains every molecule and every moment, in every
place at every time. As long as our first parents – Adam and
Eve – remained obedient to their Creator, all was well. The
very presence of paradise itself was proof that all was proceeding according to plan.
Then, however, something went wrong: the truth of God
was traded for a lie. Adam and Eve entered into dialogue with
the serpent – who is always the stronger and more cunning
opponent – who told them that they could become godlike
without God Himself. It spoke; they listened. With that disobedience, death and its ceaseless pull toward decay, its acidic
dissolve of everything that has life, infected our world, and
the tragic machinery of “paradise lost” was set into motion.
Now, within each person and all humanity, death forms the
root of sin, for all sin is the attempt, at all costs, to preserve

the self from the encroachment of death which is the loss of
self. As we commonly say, Adam and Eve died because they
sinned; we sin because we die.

THREE BARRIERS
That is the fall in the Garden of Eden, and it sets the stage
for the necessity of the priesthood. St Nicholas Cabasilas,
writing in the fourteenth century, tells us that that fall erected
three barriers between every human being and the God who
made us:
• first, the barrier of nature: because our human nature is
now fallen and corrupt, we are cut off from the divine and
perfect nature of God;
• second, the barrier of sin: because we now have the illness
of sin working in our members, we are cut off from the
sinless godhead;
• and third, the barrier of death: because the law of death
now infects our bodies, we are cut off from Him who is
Life itself.
These three barriers – nature, sin, and death – explain
both where humanity is and what humanity needs, which is
why they also explain both why the priesthood was necessary
then and why the priesthood is necessary now.
Our state as human beings is hopeless. Because we are
infected with a fallen nature, a proclivity toward sin, and the
disease of death, we cannot save ourselves. The pain, despair,
loneliness, and insecurity that plague man who feels adrift in
a meaningless universe cannot be overcome by any self-help
techniques, because what is needed is not a new way of thinking or a new way of feeling, but a whole new way of being.
The human being needs to be changed not from sad to happy
or even from bad to good, but from dead to alive, old to new,
carnal to spiritual, sick to healed.
It is also the conviction of the Christian tradition that this
change cannot be accomplished by man: a torn quilt cannot
mend itself, a shattered vase cannot repair itself, a broken toy
cannot fix itself. This change in our whole way of being cannot come about by any of man’s psychologies or ideologies
or politics or books or even his best intentions. Rather, this
change in our mode of being can only be accomplished by
another mode of being.
However, when Scripture opens, this new mode of being
was not yet revealed, and therefore, not yet possible. When the
paradise of Eden falls into ruins – an event caused by the failure
of Adam to perform his priestly ministry of mediator – the human being assumes tragic proportions that will devastate him
from that moment forward, for generation after generation.
And these three unscalable barriers – our fallen nature, our sinful condition, our deathly state – will form the tragic undercurrent of the whole biblical narrative that follows.
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PRIESTHOOD AND THE CHRONOLOGY OF
THE OLD TESTAMENT
Because of too many centuries, too many gaps, too many
questions, and too few answers, a precise understanding of
priesthood in the Judeo-Christian Scriptures appears impossible. But we don’t need a precise understanding to get an
appreciative understanding. We know what we need to know,
and, as the Wisdom of Sirach says, “You do not need what the
Lord keeps hidden” (3:21).
We know, for example, that priesthood did not originate with ancient Israel. Cultures before and around God’s
chosen people set aside men for the sole purpose of religious
observance:
• in ancient India, priests prayed and sang while offering sacrifice to the gods;
• in the religions of Persia, priests offered fire-service and
performed purification rituals;
• in Babylon and Assyria, priests interpreted dreams and
read stars;
• in ancient Greece, priests were custodians of the temples;
• and in the Roman Republic, priests were solicitors of the
gods’ good favor, and discerned that favor in such natural
phenomenon as the flight of birds or the innards of animals.
The most significant quality that biblical priesthood
shares with these other cultures is the one quality most significant to the biblical priesthood itself: sacrifice. Possibly the
best biblical definition of the priesthood even mentions the
term: “For every high priest, being taken from among men, is
appointed for men in things pertaining to God, that he may
offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins” (Hebrews 5:1).
Biblically, priesthood is synonymous with sacrifice - not
because God needs it, but because the people need to give it
(this detail will become crucial later). The separation of creation
from its Creator requires that some reparations be made – sins
must be acknowledged, petitions must be offered, thanksgivings must be given – so that the breach, if not healed, at least
does not grow worse. This will become the priest’s job; indeed,
his very life. With one hand he will hold a tragic earth, and
with the other he will reach for heaven, and he will spill his
sweat and risk his soul to keep them from drifting further apart.
Because of this proximity to the divine, he will be expected to
lead a life purer than his fellow tribesmen.
Perhaps the simplest approach to priesthood in the Bible
is to notice three phases: pre-Mosaic, Mosaic, and Christ.

PRE-MOSAIC PRIESTHOOD
By “pre-Mosaic” we mean the Patriarchal period, and by
Patriarchal we mean that era between creations – the re-creation of the world after the Flood and the creation of Israel
as a chosen nation on Mt Sinai, chosen for the preparation
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of the coming Messiah. This time in our chronology we call
the Hebrew period – a word that means wanderer. In this
pre-Mosaic period, priesthood is obscure – if, for no other
reason than there are relatively few mentions of it. Although
nowhere is he called a priest, we do see Noah performing duties that will later be associated with the priesthood. In addition to pronouncing blessings and cursings, Noah builds an
altar and offers sacrifice.
The patriarchs set the tone for subsequent priestly service,
again rooted in sacrifice:
• after deliverance from the Flood, Noah builds an altar
(Genesis 8:20-21);
• after the long journey from Ur, Abram builds an altar
(Genesis 12:7, 22:13);
• after the Lord appeared to him in Beersheba, Isaac
builds an altar (Genesis 26:23-25);
• after he fled from his brother Esau, Jacob builds an altar
(Genesis 35:1);
• after his children may have sinned, Job builds an altar
(Job 1:5).
To heal the damage caused by humanity’s fallen nature,
sinful condition, and deathly state, our forefathers built altars.
In this pre-Mosaic period, the priesthood is mentioned
not as something that is coming to be, but as something that
already is. In Genesis 14:18, Melchizedek is simply called
“priest of God Most High” – the first time the word appears
in Scripture. The very next verse, he gives to Abram a blessing
and then receives from Abram a tenth of his earnings from a
recent victory in battle.

MOSAIC PRIESTHOOD
When we leave the pre-Mosaic period and enter the Mosaic period – when the Hebrews become known as the Israelites – the vocation of the priesthood opens up. Through Moses, God will speak to His people and divulge the full content
of the life He expects them to lead - from how they must eat
and sleep, to how they must worship and liturgize, to how
they must relate to friend and stranger. Life gets richer and
more layered, and the priesthood will develop to minister to
many of these behaviors.
As with Noah, we don’t normally associate Moses with
priesthood, even though Psalm 99 calls him precisely that:
“Moses and Aaron were among His priests, Samuel also was
among those who called on His name. They cried to the Lord,
and He answered them” (verse 6). But also like Noah, we see
him performing actions that will become distinctly priestly.
It was a deeply troubled day, for example, when God sent
venomous snakes among the Israelites, many of whom died
after being bitten. The sin that provoked such a catastrophe,
however – the scourge of complaining – was confessed by the

people not to God directly, but to Moses: “And the people
came to Moses and said, ‘We have sinned, for we have spoken
against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord, that He
take away the serpents from us’” (Numbers 21:6-7). Then,
pray to the Lord on behalf of the people is precisely what
Moses does. He intercedes, he mediates, he sacrifices – this is
why Psalm 99 can call him priest.
Several categories of priesthood would develop in this
Mosaic period (II Kings 23:4-20), all arranged by their proximity to the Jerusalem Temple: 1) the high priest, 2) the second-order priests, 3) the priests of the high places in the cities
of Judah, and 4) the priests of the high places further out
in Samaria. Though their locations would be different, their
fundamental purpose would be identical: to repair the breach
between earth and heaven caused by humanity’s fallen nature,
sinful condition, and deathly state.
And since that breach reaches every nook and cranny of
life, the priest would minister to every nook and cranny of
life. In this Mosaic period, his duties were many: firstly, the
priest tended to all functions connected with public worship
– inside the sanctuary, this meant offering incense twice daily
(Exodus 30:7), renewing the holy bread on the golden table
(Leviticus 24:9), cleaning and filling of the oil-lamps on the
golden candlestick (Leviticus 24:1); outside the sanctuary,
this meant maintaining the sacred fire on the altar for burnt
sacrifices (Leviticus 6:9) and offering each day the morning
and evening sacrifices (Exodus 29:38).
In addition to his duties in the sacred space, the priest
mediated in matters of moral transgression (Numbers 5:12),
sounded the trumpets announcing feast days (Numbers
10:1), declared lepers clean or unclean (Leviticus 13-14;
Deuteronomy 24:8; Matthew 8:4), appraised all objects donated to the sanctuary (Leviticus 27), and offered sacrifice for
anyone who broke the vow of the Nazarites – which, among
other things, was a promise to avoid all intoxicating drinks
(Numbers 6:1-21).
To swallow any free time left over, priests were teachers
and judges, which they did for no pay. They explained the
Law to the people (Leviticus 10:11; Deuteronomy 33:10)
and settled tough lawsuits between opponents (Deuteronomy
17:8; 19:17; 21:5). Probably because of all this exhausting
work, King David later divided the priesthood into twentyfour classes that took turns doing all this (2 Kings 11:9; cf.
Luke 1:8).
Why is the priest doing all this? Because God will not give
up on His people. The priesthood becomes something like
medicine that the community will need to take twice daily –
not only does the priestly office remind them that they have a
sickness that needs to be dealt with, but it also grounds their
life in God who is the cure. The priest is not the doctor but

he does mediate the regimen of wellness. And, as mentioned
earlier, because of his proximity to the divine, the priest will
be expected to lead a life purer than his fellow tribesmen.
This higher standard has doomed many an otherwise good
man, and compelled many a better man to avoid the office
altogether.
There is, therefore, a horror to this vocation. Priests Nadab
and Abihu – Aaron’s sons mentioned in Leviticus 10 - faced
divine ferocity when they offered what the text calls “strange
fire” unto the Lord. Does the context reveal they were drunk?
Disobedient? Whatever the offense, strange fire met them in
return. Priests Hophni and Phineas – Eli’s sons mentioned
in I Samuel 4 – also went up in smoke both for violating the
trust, and chastity, of the women to whom they were supposed to minister and for hoarding the spoils of their office
for themselves (11,17; 2:23-25). These sobering examples
caution priests against failing morally, due to human weakness, but also vocationally, by abusing the authority exclusive
to their office.
Because the privilege of priesthood is great, the consequences for failing it are great. Like the icon of the Ladder
of Divine Ascent, the nearer one draws upward to God, the
farther his fall downward. The priest is a figure of immense
tension in Scripture, for in his person he must reconcile the
irreconcilable: the sinful world and the perfect God. In fact,
his prime feature will be to graphically show this absolutely
holy nature of the almighty God. He will dress in certain vestments and may even serve barefoot to reflect the concept of
holiness and sacred space (Exodus 28:4; 3:5). Physical deformity will disqualify a man from service for the same reason
that physical deformity will disqualify a lamb from sacrifice:
both fail the visual test, the one that symbolizes the perfection
of the God being served (Leviticus 21:17-23; I Peter 1:19).
But it is an office where a man knows what he is. After the
elaborate consecration ceremonies – which lasted seven days
and involved lots of washings, adornings, anointings, and sacrifices – a man could never again feel uncertain of his identity
as priest. For the rest of his days, he may consider the breadth
of his life in only two phases: before his ordination and after.

Biblically, priesthood is synonymous
with sacrifice - not
because God needs
it, but because the
people need to give it

THE ONE PRIESTHOOD OF CHRIST
After almost fifteen centuries of patriarchs, kings, and
judges; of covenants made, broken, and remade; of God’s
perpetual fidelity and Israel’s perpetual faltering; of laws given
and laws transgressed; of repentance from idolatry only to fall
again; of diminishing purity of faith; and ultimately of the
Old Covenant priesthood’s final inability to heal the breach
between earth and heaven created by that tragic fall in the
garden and perpetuated by every human being since, the stage
is set for what the New Testament calls “the fullness of time”
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While every vocation
deals in mortality,
the priesthood alone
touches immortality and brings men,
women, and children
to their own encounter with it – not because of the man who
occupies the office,
but because of Christ
in whose priesthood
He shares: as the
Orthodox Divine
Liturgy says, “for
Thou Thyself art He
that offereth is offered, that accepteth
and is distributed.”
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(Galatians 4:4). The Old Covenant sacrificial system itself
paves the way for the final, consummate sacrifice of God’s
very own Son. How?
Most Christian priests, presumably, are relieved that animal sacrifice is no longer a standard part of our vocation.
Clergy with a taste for hunting may wish to recover the practice, but most of us seem content with bread and wine. The
system of animal sacrifice in the Old Testament, however, is
an essential part of our story.
Recall that priesthood is synonymous with sacrifice –not
because God needs it, but because the people need to give it.
That was the crucial detail mentioned earlier: God did not
need the sacrifice of any animal. In order to look with favor
upon His children of Israel, God did not need the blood of
anything to be shed. His mood did not change from sullen
to satisfied just because some calf or some turtledove met the
edge of a blade. So, when we read about animal sacrifice in
the Bible, in relation to the priesthood, what’s really going on?
One way to understand this practice is to see God like a
great missionary. When a missionary reaches out to a foreign
people, he first accepts the customs and ways of the people
he is trying to reach, even if those customs are not in the best
interest of the people. He doesn’t try to introduce any new or
extreme custom, nor does he expect the people to throw away
customs that have been dear to them for a long time.
For example, a new missionary does not require the
people to suddenly stop speaking their language or dressing
in their cultural garments. God wanted to reach the people
known as the Israelites, to make them His “chosen people”
to accomplish the purpose of the Incarnation centuries later.
So, He “entered their world” and did not require them to
reject certain customs that had been part of their culture for a
long time. He “spoke their language” by using their sacrificial
system to get them used to His presence.
As with priesthood, Israel was one culture among many
in the Ancient Near East that practiced animal sacrifice as a
religious expression. Some type of sacrificial system was used
by many nations in their attempts to honor their gods. Because the gods were “hungry,” the sacrifices were their food
and drink and the preparation of them was an act of devotion. The presence of sacrifices and offerings in Israel was a
reflection of the larger culture of which this nation was a part.
Rather than require Israel to suddenly abandon these
most fundamental and frequent expressions of worship – an
act that could have been profoundly disturbing not only to
them but to their neighboring nations with whom Israel lived
in an uneasy peace – God “entered their sacrificial system” in
two phases: first, by turning their attention away from idols
and toward Himself; then second, by gradually removing the
system altogether. He allowed them to continue the practice,

but turned their heads to face Him while doing it. He didn’t
need their sacrifices, but He accepted them as a way of gradually weaning them off the need to have a sacrificial system
at all. And He guided this weaning process over many years.
Instead of offering sacrifices to appease the gods, the true
Lord helped Israel to understand their sacrifices as a way to deal
with their own sins, to express their thankfulness, and to remember God as their true Creator. Some of God’s instructions
regarding animal sacrifice are very detailed and specific – giving
commandments on what to do, for example, with all the innards – and this was not only to help Israel bring the remembrance of God into the most mundane details of their lives, but
also to teach them that everything in life, even all the unseemly
parts of an animal, ultimately belongs to Him. God was reaching into the depths of their routines – routines that, to the godhead, were not necessary – to teach them about Himself. By
giving such detailed instructions, God was not only providing
order and structure to their lives, but also teaching them about
the virtue of mindfulness and obedience.
When the time was right, God used His prophets to
help Israel begin to separate from their sacrificial system. The
prophets spoke harshly about the people’s concept of sacrifice because the people tended to ignore the deeper parts of
religion that matter – parts such as genuine faith, confession,
devotion, serving the poor and needy, and not thinking that
the mere act of sacrificing an animal guaranteed forgiveness.
The prophets did what prophets do: Isaiah insisted that
the sacrifices were worthless when they were not accompanied
by repentance and an obedient life; Micah expressed the same
concerns when he proclaimed that God was not interested in
the physical act of sacrifice by itself but in the life and heart of
the one making the sacrifice; Jeremiah condemned the belief
that as long as the Temple was in Jerusalem and the people
were faithful to perform the sacrifices, then God would protect them; Malachi chastised the people for offering the lame
and sick animals to God instead of the best, not because God
needed the best but because the people needed to learn that
God was worth giving their best to.
In the New Testament, the people of God continued the
sacrificial system, but the system was winding down to its final purpose: the arrival of the one true sacrifice of Christ, who
could do what all their animal sacrifices could never do: heal
the breach between heaven and earth, the breach caused by
our fallen nature, our sinful condition, and our deathly state.
God used the sacrificial system of the Old Testament to
gradually prepare the world for the coming of Christ. The
New Testament book of Hebrews portrays Christ as the sinless High Priest who offered Himself up as a sacrifice for sinners. We read there of the superiority of Christ’s sacrifice over
the old system.

PRIESTHOOD AS CRUCIBLE AND PARTICIPATION

– for particular functions within the Body. But this ordained
priesthood is not the continuation of an Old Covenant priesthood that remains insufficient; rather, it is the participation in
the New Covenant priesthood of Christ that is all-sufficient.
To use the language of Hebrews, it is not a substitute for, but
a copy of the one priesthood of Christ. This is why trying to
understand priesthood apart from Christ is like trying to understand incense or feast or image or tradition apart from the
life in Christ – it really does become all form and no content,
all style and no substance, all theater and no reality.
This, at last, brings us to the glory of the priesthood. And,
we may finally get a sense of what – like our third year seminarian – men of the cassock and collar have gotten themselves into.

This is the final phase and fulfillment of biblical priesthood: Christ. To move from the Old Covenant to the New
Covenant did not mean moving from sacrifice to no sacrifice,
but from insufficient sacrifice to the one final sufficient sacrifice of Christ on the Cross. This now becomes the priesthood
of God – not a parallel ministry, and certainly not a substitute
ministry, but a participation in the one final ministry and the
presentation of that ministry to the world, so that all persons
in all places at all times may know Christ alone as the Healer
of the breach.
There are not as many priesthoods as there are priests; the
Christian priest cannot speak of “my priesthood.” Rather,
there is the one Priesthood of Christ in which men share –
men set apart from the royal priesthood of all believers for
specific functions within the Body of Christ. What can a man
expect upon his entry into the priesthood of Christ? Nothing
more than the full content of what Christ Himself experienced – joy, yes, but also disregard, disrespect, abandonment.
Christ was the only perfect priest who, at all times, did the
perfect thing and said the perfect word in the perfect way,
and recall what happened to Him. How, therefore, can the
fallible and fallen man wearing the collar and cassock presume
to expect any different?
The Christian priest brings the portion of creation entrusted to his care to Christ, for it is Christ who heals the
tragedy of Eden by breaking down the three barriers of nature, sin, and death between man and God. By partaking of
our humanity, He breaks down the barrier of nature; by being
crucified on the Cross, He breaks down the barrier of sin; and
by rising from the dead, He breaks down the barrier of death.
By destroying these three barriers, Christ stands as the one
true High Priest between Man and God: He mediates, He
intercedes, He sacrifices.
In the sense that they all mediate, intercede, and sacrifice,
all believers are priests. As mentioned earlier, while all Christians are priests, some Christians are set aside – or, ordained

It has been said that males in particular struggle with issues of identity and vocation. When two men meet, the first
expectation is that they will give their names. The second expectation is that they will reveal their jobs. “Hi, I’m John. So,
what do you do?” It is in this second exchange, not the first,
where a chill runs down many a man’s spine, and a dozen
questions shock his system in a single second: What will he
think about what I do? Do I measure up? Am I successful?
Am I good enough? Am I manly? Is my job equal or better
than his? Do I belong here? For many males, this vocational
insecurity is real.
Apart from what a man feels about what he does in life, a
deep and terrible undercurrent remains – no less unnerving just
because it goes undetected: everything is dying. That ceaseless
pull toward decay that is the inheritance of Eden infects our
world and touches everything – every creation, every invention,
every noble effort of man through the ages is stained with tragedy. This is precisely the lament of the preacher in Ecclesiastes:
“Vanity of vanities. Everything is vanity. What does man gain
by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?” (1:1-3).
Every vocation of man results in something – however
creative, however good and necessary for life – that will eventually fade to black. Architecture is impressive, but eventually stuff crumbles; education is valuable, but its knowledge
is earthly; science is profound, but its discoveries are created
rather than uncreated; athletics are inspiring, but the body
fails; agriculture is sustaining, but biological life ends; technology is beneficial, but obsolescence is simply death in another form. Every vocation in all the world, in some way, produces something great and necessary but eventually faces the
dying of whatever it yields. Because it deals in a created world
that is “passing away” (I Corinthians 7:31; I John 2:17), every
vocation of man suffers from the tragedy its own mortality.
Every vocation, that is, but one. The man beneath the cassock and behind the collar will absorb every struggle that can

In the Old Testament and in the beginning years of the
New Testament, priestly sacrifice was the accepted mode of
worship – like a great missionary, God did not disrupt the
deep and ancient customs of the people He was trying to
reach. But He used the sacrificial system to prepare His people for the day when the one perfect sacrifice would arrive.
So, with the death of Christ – tellingly occurring at the same
time the Passover Lamb would be slaughtered – all animal
and physical sacrifice became unnecessary. This was the moment God could finally reveal, as we read in Hebrews, “it is
impossible for the blood of goats and bulls to take away sins”
(Hebrews 10:4).

THE PRIESTHOOD AS MIRACLE
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afflict any man in any vocation: he will face his shortcomings;
he will question whether he is good at his job; he will worry
over practical details like compensation, retirement, and the
effects his vocation has on those he loves; he will hope for the
approval of those in authority over him; he will know exhaustion and that empty feeling of being taken for granted; he will
suppress thoughts and feelings inappropriate to his vocation;
he will wonder why seemingly few people see what he sees.
The priest will also suffer from maladies that feel unique
to his vocation: the guilt from failures he cannot fix, sorrow
over souls he cannot help, shame over standards he cannot
reach, and the nagging sense that his every syllable from the
pulpit and his every interaction with a parishioner has an
eternal significance for which God will demand an especially
high account. The occasional nasty sparks sent his way from
parishioners burn, yes, but they cannot compare with the internal furnace of self-doubt in which the Christian priest occasionally finds himself.
All of these struggles may lead him to question himself, and
question himself he must, for he stands on even holier ground
than did Abram before the mystical Melchizedek or Moses before the Burning Bush. The priest of yesterday beheld the type;
the priest of today holds the real thing in his own hands. He
must always remain unconvinced of his own worthiness and
undistracted from his own need. But, let us not question the
glory of what he does. Let us not believe that what this vocation
accomplishes is anything short of miraculous.
While every vocation deals in mortality, the priesthood
alone touches immortality and brings men, women, and
children to their own encounter with it – not because of the
man who occupies the office, but because of Christ in whose
priesthood He shares: as the Orthodox Divine Liturgy says,
“for Thou Thyself art He that offereth is offered, that accepteth and is distributed.”
In Christ, through Christ, to Christ, and because of
Christ, the priesthood facilitates that fundamental change
needed by every human being if heaven is to be possible – the
change not from sad to happy or even from bad to good,
but from dead to alive, old to new, carnal to spiritual, sick
to healed. This change in our mode of being can only be accomplished by another mode of being – the one that begins
in Baptism, then sealed in Chrismation, sustained in Holy
Communion, and restored in Confession. This new mode of
being is in Christ, the One to whom the Christian priesthood
brings the whole world.
Wholly separate from the broken man who wears the collar, but which may inspire him when he feels as if he cannot
or should not go on, is the glory, the gift, the privilege, the
miracle of this vocation called the priesthood.
Fr. John Oliver
St Elizabeth Orthodox Church, Murfreesboro, TN

22 June 2016

WE KNOW HIM IN OUR RELATIONSHIPS
I AM A WIFE, A MOTHER, A DAUGHTER, AND A GRANDDAUGHTER – A GRANDDAUGHTER WHOSE
LOVE OF GOD WAS BORN IN HER GRANDMOTHER. I KNOW HIM BECAUSE SHE KNEW HIM.
THEN, SHE REVEALED HIM TO ME; NOT IN LONG LECTURES OR A LAUNDRY LIST OF DO’S AND
DON’TS, BUT IN HER DAILY LIFE, BY WHAT SHE DID AND WHAT SHE SAID, AND, SOMETIMES,
EVEN IN WHAT SHE DID NOT SAY. YOU COULD SEE THE FLAME AGLOW IN HER, HIS LIGHT SHINING FORTH FROM HER LIKE RAYS OF SUNSHINE. HER SIMPLE, YET UNWAVERING LOVE OF GOD
KINDLED A FLAME WITHIN ME THAT SET ME ON A LIFELONG JOURNEY TO EMULATE HER DEPTH
OF FAITH AND QUIET HUMILITY.

A

s I search my memory and reflect on who
she was (and still is) to me, I find that my
perspective has shifted as I matured. As a little girl, she was just my “Sitey,” my weekend
companion and loving grandma who would
wrap her arms around me and keep me safe. As a teen,
I thought she was somewhat legendary; a celebrity of
sorts; everyone’s beloved “Aunt Vi.” I saw how she showered her loving kindness on everyone within her reach,
and the gratitude with which they received it. As a young
adult, I became aware of the depth of her faith and how
she had shaped me, right to my core, without my ever
knowing. Today, I realize that it was a deep understanding of God’s love and hospitality that compelled her to
be the woman she was, to share what she had with others, as if she were rich beyond measure. As the widow
with one mite, she gave what she had (and even what she
didn’t have) in order to serve the God whom she loved
more than anything or anyone.
Our life together, Sitey and me, centered around the
Church from the very beginning: first, on her lap, as she
sang softly in my ear to keep me engaged during the services. Then, seated beside her, I held the tattered service
book, as her fingers traced the words on the page, helping me to follow along. Finally, standing together, side
by side, worshiping and serving. She brought me to services, to baking days, to clean and decorate the church;
whatever the task at hand, we joyfully did it together. I
believe I was an honorary member of AOCWNA (Antiochian Women) from the time I was old enough to
walk. The impact she had on me can never be measured;
I am forever grateful. My life in the Church began with
the seeds she planted and nurtured some fifty years ago
and continues today.

Editorial note: Authors
of books on Orthodox
theology, spirituality and
life are invited to write
articles for The WORD.
While we do not print
advertisements, we do
appreciate articles that
will benefit our readers.

One of my most cherished memories is her prayer
corner. It was in the hallway just outside her bedroom
door, and it was little, and cluttered. Still, it was holy –
so holy. It had icons and candles, holy water and prayer
cards, church bulletins and lists of names. Endless lists of
names. She had a little footstool upon which she would
kneel, her poor, little, weathered knees barely able to
make the trip down and back up again. In truth, her
prayer corner looked a bit like a fire hazard, and I secretly worried that one day it would all go up in smoke. To
her, however, it was home, a special and holy place to be
with God and His saints. Her spiritual life was nurtured
in that corner every morning and every night.
I remember waking early one morning and catching a glimpse of her on her knees, quietly praying and
weeping. I closed my eyes and pretended not to see this
most intimate of moments – a private conversation between her and her Lord. That vision of my Sitey is forever etched in my mind. Her example of humility and
devotion inspires in me a deep desire to know God as she
knew Him. I will spend the rest of my life chasing this
dream, hoping to be half the woman she was.
Erin Kimmett
Iconographer and priest’s wife, Norwood, Massachusetts

Erin is the author of Hospitality and Joy: Favorite
Recipes and Cherished
Memories Inspired by a
Grandmother’s Kitchen,
Where Traditions of
Hospitality and Joy Were
Handed Down and Lessons
of Faith, Life and Love
Were Learned. More information about her book is
available at erinmaryk@
aol.com
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ORTHODOX WOMEN’S RETREAT IN CALGARY, ALBERTA

E

ighty-two like-minded women gathered together to worship, learn and share in each
other’s lives September 18 to 20, 2015. Every
year this Orthodox Women’s Retreat is held
at the Entheos Retreat Centre, located approximately 20 kilometers west of Calgary,
Alberta, in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. The majority of the attendees were from Alberta, but many traveled from British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Ontario, and
one even from as far away as Chicago, Illinois.
Guest speaker, Mother Melania, is the Superior of
Holy Assumption Monastery in Calistoga, California, in
the beautiful Napa Valley. The theme of the retreat was
“The powers and passions of our souls: How our souls
were meant to function, what went wrong and how to
heal it.” In her talks, Mother Melania told us that there are

three parts to our soul. One part of our soul, the nous, is
the eye of the soul that sees God. We need to be clear and
pure in heart to see God. The disorder of our nous means
that the needs of desire and needs of anger are out of balance. They get distorted because of darkness and sin. We
are born with our souls out of alignment. What do we do
with that misalignment? Whether we clear the nous, that
element of the soul which can permit us to see God, is
what matters for our salvation.
The second part of our soul, the appetitive or desiring power, is the power that brings us closer to God. The
third part of our soul, the incensive or arguing power, is the
fighting part of our soul in which we overcome whatever
gets in the way of seeing and becoming closer to God.
Mother Melania spoke in four separate sessions on
this topic. She gave many examples with Bible stories and
references to the struggles of the lives of our Saints. It is
impossible to summarize Mother Melania’s approach to
the powers and passions of our souls in one paragraph. I
cannot even begin to do her topic justice. Instead I would
like to share with you some of Mother Melaniaisms, or
“words of wisdom.”
• Virtue is the grace of God in us, and we need God
to nail down the virtues, to practice the virtues, or to
“fake it till you make it.” (In other words, if I want to
throttle someone, I act kindly! Watch what happens
in me!)
• Even a little bit is progress: even if it feels like changes
are not happening, be sure that changes are happening.
• To correct, repent! What is important is taking the
next step from where you are, not someone else is, or

where you think you should be.
• The ladder of divine ascent is a ladder, not a pole vault.
• Never stop trying; if you stop, for sure, nothing is going to change.
• Avoid the all-or-nothing approach, because this will
miss the mark.
• Watch who you hang out with, your social circle.
Pick your peers, look at who your peers are and who
you trust.
• Be more generous with your time for godly purposes.
• God allows us to suffer consequences of our actions
directly or indirectly, so that we can heal and grow in
humility, which amounts, in part, to our realization of
the consequences of the bad things we have done.
• Stay true to the acknowledgement that we are a mess
and need help from God; let go; take joy in belief, and
faith in God will pick us up, faith in His tenderness,
His teaching us in ways that we can learn.
• God’s idea of what is good for us is not necessarily our
idea of what is good for us.
• There is enough to do at the early stages; stay at kindergarten level; don’t worry about moving into graduate
school and attempting things at a level beyond you;
just stick at your level.
• Heavenly treasure … the man that has the most is the
one who has nothing … because whatever he gets is
a gift.
• Every person has two dogs in himself or herself, the
good dog and the bad dog. The winner is the one you
feed the most. If you just starve the bad dog it will get
angry, so you must feed the good dog.
• If you can thank God for everything that goes right,

He can give you a situation in which
things go wrong.
I want to give my heartfelt thanks to
retreat organizers Joan Popowich, Matushka
Barbara Eriksson, and Ghada Ziadeh, for their
dedication and the countless hours spent in coordinating
another successful gathering of Orthodox women. May
God bestow His bountiful blessings upon you as you
continue this special ministry! Each participant received
a butterfly, a memento of a spiritually nourishing and uplifting weekend.
A special acknowledgement and thank you to the following clergy of Calgary’s Orthodox community, who
served the various services and were available to hear confessions: Rev. Fr. George Dahdouh, Annunciation Antiochian Orthodox Church; Rev. Fr. Timothy Chrapko, St.
Vladimir’s Ukrainian Orthodox Church; and Archpriest
Fr. Phillip Eriksson, Holy Martyr Peter the Aleut Orthodox Church.
We look forward to the next retreat, which will take
place September 16–18, 2016, at Entheos. For further information, please contact Joan Popowich at jrpopowichdv@xplornet.com or 403-932-7724. Registration forms
will be available on www.stvlads.com or you can contact
Ghada Ziadeh, 403-240-2549.
One last Mother Melaniaism: “As peer pressure is a
very strong influence in one’s life, one of the most important things you can do is pick your peers. Be around
like-minded people.” Sisters in Christ, see you all at the
next retreat!
Maryann Kowalsky
St. Vladimir’s Ukrainian Orthodox Congregation, Calgary, Alberta

ARCHDIOCESAN OFFICE
ORDAINED
MACKOUL, Deacon Alexander, to the holy priesthood by Bishop NICHOLAS on April 10, 2016, at
St. Stephen the Protomartyr Church, South Plainfield, New Jersey. Fr. Alexander is completing his
education at St. Vladimir’s Seminary.
REPOSED
BRAUN, Khouria Mary Ellen, on April 29, 2016.
Khouria Mary Ellen was the wife of the Very Reverend Fr. Jon Braun.
+Metropolitan CONSTANTINE (Papastephanou)
of Bagdad (before retirement) on April 17, 2016.
Metropolitan Constantine was born in 1924 in Damascus, Syria, where he was educated in the city’s
parochial schools. Desirous of entering upon an
ecclesiastical career, His Eminence was blessed
to study in Greece before he was ordained to the
holy priesthood in 1951 by Patriarch ALEXANDER
III (Tahan) of Antioch. He then served as a priest in
Damascus and its vicinity for eighteen years. During the late 1950s he was appointed the Director
of the Balamand Clerical School in north Lebanon,
and in 1964 was assigned by Patriarch THEODOSIOS VI (Abourjaily) as Abbot of the Holy Patriarchal Monastery of the Great-martyr George al-Humayra in the “Valley of the Christians” in Syria.
MIKOVICH, Archpriest Theodore, on May 5, 2016.
Fr. Theodore had retired from the pastorate of St.
Paul’s in Emmaus, Pennsylvania.

Interior of St. Sava
Cathedral after fire. Christ
is Risen!

26 June 2016

SALIBA, Nassif Elias Abdallah, in Lebanon on
March 30, 2016, at age 94. Mr. Saliba was the
brother of Metropolitan PHILIP and a former Mayor
of Abu Mezan. Beloved husband of the late Adma
Saliba, he was also the cherished father of five girls:
Najat (Nick Nicola) of Danville, California; the late
Daad (Fayez Chalhoub) of Nakach, Lebanon; Dr.
Amal (Dr. Gregory Dalack) of Ann Arbor, Michigan;
Bahaa (Gabriel Nasr) of Bickfaya, Lebanon and Attorney Ghada (Nassif Malouf) of San Francisco; Beloved brother of the late Metropolitan PHILIP Saliba
of Thrice-Blessed Memory; Dr. Najib (Elaine) Saliba
of Worcester, Massachusetts, and the late Chaheed Saliba and Nazira Ibrahim Kfouree. He was
loving Jiddo to thirteen grandchildren, and greatgrandfather to two great-grandchildren. He had
a great relationship with many patriarchs, metro-

politans, and clergy of the Antiochian Patriarchate,
and defended the Church and his Orthodox Faith
on many occasions.
YAZIGI, Rose Mousi, the mother of His Beatitude
Patriarch JOHN X, has reposed in the Lord. In a letter of condolence to His Beatitude, His Eminence
Metropolitan JOSEPH wrote, “It is with sadness
that we have learned of the falling asleep in Christ
of your beloved mother, Rosa. On behalf of myself, my brother bishops, the clergy, the members
of the Board of Trustees, the heads of the departments and organizations, and all of the faithful of
this Archdiocese, we offer our prayers and condolences as you struggle with the departure of your
beloved mother, especially at a time when so many
events are weighing so heavily on your shoulders.”
FROM THE FAMILY OF NASSIF ELIAS SALIBA
We wish to extend our thanks for the many kind
and heartfelt expressions of sympathy we have received since the passing of our beloved brother,
father, uncle, grandfather and great grandfather,
Nassif Elias Saliba, who fell asleep in the Lord in
Beirut, Lebanon, March 30, 2016. We are fortunate to have so many beautiful memories of his
visits to the United States and our visits with him in
Lebanon. We will always remember his piety and
reverence for the Church, his kind heart and love
for his family and friends. Memory Eternal.

JOINT PRAYER SERVICE
The joint prayer service held before at St. Gabriel Syriac
Orthodox Church, Haworth, New Jersey on the occasion
of the third anniversary of the kidnapping of Metropolitan
PAUL of Aleppo and Archbishop YOUHANNA of Aleppo.
The service was jointly sponsored by the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishops in the USA and the Standing Conference of Oriental Orthodox Churches. Speakers were His
Eminence Metropolitan JOSEPH of the Antiochian Archdiocese and First Vice-Chairman of the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishop in America, His Eminence Archbishop
MOR DIONYSIUS Jean Kawak, Patriarchal Delegate, Syriac
Orthodox Archdiocese of the Eastern USA, His Eminence
Archbishop KHAJAG Barsamian, Chairman of SCOOCH
and Primate of the Diocese of the Armenian Church, His Eminence Archbishop DEMETRIOS, Chairman of the Assembly of Canonical Orthodox Bishop in America and Primate of
the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America. After the prayer
service a Lenten meal was served in the fellowship hall.

METROPOLITAN JOSEPH OFFERS PRAYERS AFTER
TRAGIC CATHEDRAL FIRE
His Eminence Metropolitan JOSEPH, along with
the bishops, clergy, Archdiocese Board of Trustees,
and faithful of the Antiochian Orthodox Christian
Archdiocese of North America, share our prayers
and love with His Grace Bishop MITROPHAN and
all the faithful of the Serbian Orthodox Archdiocese as they deal with the tragedy of the fire that
destroyed St. Sava Serbian Orthodox Cathedral
in New York City. As we just finished celebrating
the Holy Fire of the empty tomb of our risen Lord
and Savior, a different, terrible fire was destroying
this historic cathedral in Manhattan. May our risen
Lord and Savior grant peace and healing to the
Cathedral community as they move forward and
begin anew.
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Communities in Action
A Weekend of Memories:
The Elevation of
Father Fouad Saba
Although the actual elevation of
a priest to the dignity of archpriest
may take only a few minutes, the
preparations for this sacred event
begin far in advance – ten years, in
fact. Once a seminarian is ordained
to the diaconate and later to the
priesthood, he then faithfully serves
the Church as pastor, teacher, confessor, spiritual father, and other less
notable yet equally important roles
over the course of ten years, before
he can be considered for elevation
to the dignity of archpriest. During
each of these ten years, the priest will
lead his parish through the beautiful seasons of the Church calendar,
cultivating a spirit of love and unity.
There will be scores of homilies delivered during Sunday Liturgies, the
joy of baptisms, the sorrow of memorials, countless hours of counsel,
discovering a leak in the Church
roof, discovering a second leak in the
Church roof, fundraising to fix the
leaking roof. Through all this, the
priest will gain the love and respect
of his parishioners. As an outpouring of gratitude and deepest appreciation, those parishioners will in turn
express to their bishop the desire to
have their priest elevated to the dignity of archpriest in recognition of
his devotion to the Church and her
members.
A priest who has diligently served
the Church and his parish in all the
ways described above, and has the
steadfast support of his parishioners,
is Father Fouad Saba, the Dean of
St. George Antiochian Orthodox
Cathedral in Coral Gables, Florida.

28 June 2016

Having graduated with a Master of
Divinity from St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary, he
returned to his hometown of Chicago after seminary and began his
journey into the priesthood at St.
George Church, Cicero, Illinois, before receiving his current assignment
as Dean of St. George Cathedral,
beginning January 1st, 2012. Upon
his arrival, Father Saba, in conjunction with the Cathedral Council,
quickly organized the Cathedral
and its operations. Recognizing the
enormous debt to be a dark cloud
looming heavily over everyone, he
sought to improve the overall environment for the parishioners, beginning with spirituality, education, the
addressing of pastoral needs, various
ministries, youth work, outreach,
and financial stability. It was at St.
George Cathedral, on January 10,
2016, that Father Saba was elevated
to the dignity of Archpriest by His
Grace Bishop ANTOUN, with the
support of the St. George Cathedral
clergy and visiting members of the
clergy.
There was a tremendous amount

of planning and preparation for
the Elevation Weekend on the part
of St. George’s Elevation Committee, comprised of Chairman Michel
Nasr, Council Chairman Muazzi
Hatem, Archdeacon David Nimer,
Andrea M. Abu-Akel, Lama Elhaj, Miray Hayek, Carmen Kostik,
Hannan Mounayyer, Noura Soufia,
Salma Zacur, and Antoine Zammar.
Generous sponsors and benefactors
contributed to the weekend’s events
out of love and gratitude for Father
Saba’s dedication to his ministry.
The weekend began with a Welcome Luncheon on Saturday for
His Grace Bishop ANTOUN, outof-town clergy, Father Saba’s parents
and mother-in-law, and other family
members – some of whom traveled
from the Middle East for the event.
Several members of the clergy, local and from abroad, joined by the
Elevation Committee, attended
this joyous kick-off to a memorable
weekend. Father Saba and his wife,
Khouria Diana, hosted the event at
Maroosh Restaurant in Coral Gables. As a keepsake from the occasion, Father Saba was presented with

an enlarged copy of the formal Elevation invitation, signed by all the
luncheon guests.
That evening, Great Vespers was
celebrated, presided over by His
Grace Bishop ANTOUN. Afterwards, an elegant wine and cheese
reception was held in the cathedral
hall, co-sponsored by Cathedral
Council Chairman Muazzi Hatem and his wife, Michelle Hatem,
and Vice-Chairman Subdeacon
Elie Bardawil and his wife, Theresa
Bardawil. Attendees had the opportunity to spend an evening meeting
all visiting guests and clergy, and to
extend their best wishes to Father
Saba on the eve of his Elevation.
The next morning dawned sunny
and warm, with a soft breeze. Nature’s beauty served as a backdrop
for the splendor and holy atmosphere within St. George Cathedral
during Orthros and the Hierarchical Divine Liturgy. The voices of the
Cathedral Choir flowed in reverent
harmony from the loft, guiding the
people through the services and
prayers. Assisting His Grace Bishop
ANTOUN, and beside Father Saba,
were Very Reverend Doctor Paul
Nadim Tarazi, Economos Father
Nicholas Dahdal, Very Reverend
Father Dimitri Darwich, Reverend
Father Gustavo Alfonso, Reverend

Archdeacon Saed Rihani, and Reverend Archdeacon David Nimer.
Father Paul Tarazi delivered a powerful homily solidly built upon the
Holy Scriptures and filled with admonition yet optimism, with equal
parts instruction for Father Saba as
well as the laity. As Liturgy’s closing
prayers were said, His Grace Bishop
ANTOUN must have known that
the parishioners could barely wait
much longer, so he quickly and
skillfully organized the clergy to begin the ceremony. Children inched
closer to the front of the Cathedral,
intent on capturing every moment
of their beloved Priest’s Elevation.
Archdeacon Saed Rihani called Father Saba’s daughter and son, Katherine and Mousa, to join their father
on the solea so that they could fully
witness the beauty of his Elevation.
At that moment, encircled by the
clergy, surrounded by the faithful,
supported by fervent prayers, Father
Saba, “through the grace of the AllHoly Spirit, which perfecteth every
ministry, was commissioned to be
an Archpriest.” In one accord, in
unanimous agreement, the people
answered the Bishop’s declaration:
He is worthy! Mustaheq! Axios!
Wanting to congratulate Father
Saba, parishioners quickly formed
a line in the main aisle to greet the

newly elevated Archpriest as they
exited the Cathedral for the adjoining Hall. At the Elevation Celebration Banquet, Michel Nasr served as
Master of Ceremonies. As mementos, each guest received an icon card
of St. Saba the Sanctified of Jerusalem and an Elevation Tribute Book,
which contained over 150 personal
messages of congratulations to Father Saba upon receiving this welldeserved honor, and affirmations
of his ministry, including messages
from His Eminence Metropolitan
JOSEPH, Bishops of the Antiochian
Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of
North America, Archdiocese Board
of Trustees members, parishioners
(past and present) and family from
around the world.
The celebration opened with the
Invocation by Father Tarazi and
the National Anthem sung by St.
George Cathedral SOYO member
Miss Jannet Salman, followed by
an original poem in Arabic composed by Cathedral member Bassem Jadon, eloquently expressing
his respect and appreciation for the
many ways Father Saba serves the
members of the Cathedral. As guests
enjoyed a three-course meal, representatives of the six main Cathedral
organizations (Brotherhood of the
Noble Joseph, Sunday School, Antiochian Women, Fellowship of St.
John the Divine, SOYO, Order of
St. Ignatius of Antioch) stepped to
the podium and presented a set of
gold vestments to Father Saba to
commemorate his Elevation. Father
Saba accepted the vestments with
gratitude and pledged to remember
all members of these organizations
in his prayers whenever wearing the
vestments.
The day was made all the more
special when Archdeacon David
Nimer presented to Father Saba the
pectoral cross which had belonged to
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the late Father Michael Husson. Fr.
Michael was the Dean of St. George
Cathedral from 1958 to 1986, and
also the uncle of Archdeacon David’s wife, Patricia. In their words,
“This gift was given with our love
and esteemed care. This cross was a
piece of us all and a reminder of our
wonderful memories with Father
Michael and Khouria Lorraine.”
Visibly moved, Father Saba promised to wear the cross daily with humility as soon as he could conduct a
memorial service at the gravesite of
Father Michael. (Father Saba later
conducted the memorial for Father
Michael and Khouria Lorraine on
Friday, January 29, 2016, at Woodlawn Cemetery. May their memory
be eternal!)
Next, Sunday School students
and members of the St. George Cathedral Youth Choir performed the
troparion to St. George and sang
“God grant you many years” to celebrate Father Saba’s Elevation. Following this, Adib Shaheen spoke on
behalf of the Saba Family, extending
his thanks to all members of the Cathedral for opening their hearts to
Father Saba and his wife and children over the past four years, considering them as part of their own
families. Then His Grace Bishop
ANTOUN shared the love and
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respect he has for Father Saba and
his ministry. Bishop ANTOUN also
used the moment as an opportunity
to remind everyone of the magnitude of their responsibility to the
suffering Christians in the Middle
East.
As the words of Bishop
ANTOUN sank into the crowd, the
lights dimmed in the Hall and the
media screen was prepared for the
Elevation tribute video, entitled The
Journey of Father Fouad Saba. The
video was produced by the Elevation Committee, and to their credit
the content had been successfully
kept as a complete surprise for Father Saba. Imagine his expression
when the film opened featuring His
Eminence Metropolitan JOSEPH
with a personal blessing and message of congratulations. Following
the Metropolitan, His Eminence
Archbishop Theodosius “Atallah”
Hanna of the Orthodox Patriarchate of Jerusalem commended Father
Saba’s Elevation and declared him
worthy. Then Sister Rima Rantisi
of the Latin Convent of Mar Yousef
Zhur in Beirut, aunt to Father Saba,
offered touching words for the occasion. The tributes continued with
equal parts admiration and humor
from the clergy and parishioners of
St. George Orthodox Church in Ci-

cero, Illinois, and St. Mary Orthodox Church in Palos Heights, Illinois. (To view the full version of The
Journey of Father Fouad Saba, as well
as a photo gallery from the weekend
of events and the Elevation Tribute
Book, please visit the link below.)
Father Saba stepped to the podium to deliver his closing remarks
and benediction. Rather than concentrating on his personal feelings
from the day, he gave thanks to
God for entrusting him with the
new responsibility of Archpriest,
shared his gratitude to the Bishop,
clergy, the faithful, and all family
members present, and then immediately returned the guests’ attention
to his original and ongoing mission
of spirituality, education, outreach,
and youth work, with the reminder
to everyone that there is still much
work to do. To reinforce his commitment, Father Saba donated the
entire amount he had received from
the Cathedral in celebration of his
Elevation toward the future Orthodox Community Center at St.
George Cathedral. In support of Father Saba’s call to action, several donations totaling over $15,000 were
pledged during the banquet and in
the following days to benefit the future Center. After the benediction
was given guests departed, strengthened with the confidence “that He
who has begun a good work in you
will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6).
Please visit the Cathedral Website
at www.StGMiami.org to view the
Wine and Cheese Reception, the Elevation Photo Gallery, the Elevation
Tribute Video, and the Elevation
Tribute Book.
Anna-Sarah Farha,
Public Relations Coordinator
St. George Antiochian Orthodox Cathedral,
Coral Gables, Florida

Congratulations and
best wishes from your
children, the parishioners
of St. Nicholas.
Sayidna, so many among us know
what the Bible says about the character of the bishop, his personality
and what he should be, in order to
be eligible for this office.
St. Paul says,
The (Bishop) or overseer is
to be above reproach, (faithful
to his wife), temperate, self-

controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not given
to drunkenness, not violent but
gentle, not quarrelsome, not a
lover of money. He must manage his own family well and see
that his children obey him, and
he must do so in a manner worthy of full respect…. He must
not be a recent convert, or he
may become conceited and fall
under the same judgment as the
devil. He must also have a good
reputation with outsiders, so
that he will not fall into disgrace and into the devil’s trap

(1 Timothy 3:2–7).
Also, we read in Titus 1,
An elder must be blameless, faithful to his wife, a man
whose children believe and are
not open to the charge of being
wild and disobedient. Since an
overseer manages God’s household, he must be blameless
– not overbearing, not quicktempered, not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest gain. Rather, he
must be hospitable, one who
loves what is good, who is
self-controlled, upright, holy
and disciplined” (vss. 6–8).
As we all can see, these
conditions apply and fit you
perfectly, (except for one, of
course: husband to one wife).
What we learned in our study
of theology is that the bishop’s
responsibilities are three-fold: 1.
administrator of the church; 2.
teacher and preacher; and 3. one
who presides in the liturgy. He
is the high priest who represents
our highest priest, Jesus Christ.
In 1950 in Damascus, a very
pious couple, Jerji and Mateild Zehlawi – may the Lord
rest their souls in peace – gave
birth to a baby. (By the way, I
was their pastor in Damascus and I
used to give them communion.) According to our tradition, most of the
Christians give their children saint’s
names. So they called him Joseph.
I believe that in most cases a new
Christian person will inherent and
adopt some characters of his patron
saint. In the Bible we have three famous Josephs: 1. Joseph, whose son,
Jacob, was sold by his brothers into
slavery in Egypt; 2. Joseph, who became the husband to the Theotokos;
and 3. Joseph the Aramathean, the
patron saint of Sayidna, whom we
have celebrated on his Feast Day,

last Sunday. Happy Name’s Day,
Sayidna!
What do we see in the other Josephs in the Bible? The first Joseph
saved his people from famine when
they joined him Egypt – the gift of
administration. The second one,
who became the husband to Mary,
kept and preserved the Holy family
from Herod – the protector of the
Truth! The Aramathean kept, venerated and preserved the same body of
the Lord – the gift of preserving the
liturgy. The bishop’s ministry is to
fulfill these duties: strong and wise
administration; keeping and preserving the Orthodox teachings of
the Church; and keeping the glory
and beauty of the Divine Liturgy,
which you preserve and love the
most!
Did Jerji and Mateeld see that in
your face? Who knows?! The third
Joseph was so brave a man that he
asked from Pilate for the body of
Christ! The second one was very
faithful to the traditions and very
conservative for the family rules and
very obedient to God’s message: you
have all of these. As for the first Joseph, he was, according the Bible,
handsome (Genesis 39: 6).
Sayidna, may the Lord God
Grant you good health for so many
years to come! I would like to remind
us all of this verse of the Bible: “True
instruction was in his mouth and
nothing false was found on his lips.
He walked with me in peace and
uprightness, and turned many from
sin. For the lips of a priest ought to
preserve knowledge, because he is
the messenger of the Lord Almighty
and people seek instruction from his
mouth” (Malachi 2:6–7).
Fr. George Baalbeki
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St. Anthony the
Great Celebrates a
Consecration, Ordination
and Elevation
The consecration of a church is
a once in a lifetime event for a parish. It was especially eventful for this
struggling mission parish in Melbourne, Florida, which had been
meeting in various rented facilities
for its fifteen-year existence. As a
convert who only celebrated my
first Pascha this year, I beheld these
events with wide-eyed wonder, and
what follows is my feeble attempt to
share this wonderful story with you.
First, you should know how the
story almost never came to be. The
mission was established by Fr. Paul
Moses in 2001. After a few years, we
purchased four acres in Palm Bay,
with the plan of building our own
church, but the various fees, permits
and other financial requirements
by the city proved prohibitive, and
the land was sold. Over the next
several years we looked for properties and found a few possibilities,
but nothing panned out. Parishioners became discouraged, and some
predicted that we would soon close
our doors.
Then in June 2015 we got the
news that we would be getting a
new priest. Hopes began to rise as
we heard of the other parishes and
churches he had built during his
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career. Fr. Elia Shalhoub came in like
a whirlwind in July 2015, stirring up
the faithful to action and challenging our faith in God to provide. By
the end of December we had found
and purchased an existing Nazarene
church building on six acres.
Within a few days we got word
that a local family was selling their
chapel, and because of their friendship with Fr. Elia, Calliope Karas
and her family donated nearly the
entire contents of the chapel to St.
Anthony. Most notable is the iconostasis and all the iconography,
and the altar, but there were also
pews (which we learned later had
come originally from the Nazarene
Church!), a beautiful baptismal
font, much furniture and many
other items. (Because of this great
gift, Mrs. Karas was honored with
the Antonian Silver Medal at our
consecration banquet on Saturday
afternoon.)
The building was in need of renovations to make it suitable for our
needs, and this was accomplished
quickly on a shoestring budget. Unbelievably, we moved in on Thursday, March 10, and we celebrated
our first Divine Liturgy in the new
building on Forgiveness Sunday,
March 13, 2016.
The festivities surrounding the
consecration began with Bright
Week Great Vespers on Friday night,
with our Bishop ANTOUN, of the
Diocese of Miami and the Southeast, and Bishop THOMAS of the
Diocese of Charleston, Oakland and
the Mid-Atlantic, in attendance.
Our choir was greatly enhanced at
Friday and Saturday services by the
voice of Mr. Jackson King, Choir
Director at St. George Cathedral,
Coral Gables. After Vespers, the Parish Council hosted a potluck dinner.
Saturday morning Matins began
quietly, but anticipation grew as

the people began to gather. There
were visiting clergy and laity from
all over the state of Florida. Matins, with its abundance of joyous
Paschal hymnology, moved into the
Consecration Service, presided over
by our beloved Bishop ANTOUN
and Bishop THOMAS. The clergy
were all gathered by then: our own
V. Rev. Fr. Elia Shalhoub; V. Rev. Fr.
John Hamatie, St. George, Orlando;
V. Rev. Fr. Ernesto Rios, St. James,
Port St. Lucie (OCA); V. Rev. Fr. Peter Shportun, St. Mary’s, West Palm
Beach; V. Rev. Fr. Antoun Araaj, St.
Ignatius Mission, Boca Raton; V.
Rev. Fr. Michael Byars, Holy Cross,
Daytona Beach; Fr. Gustavo Alfonso, Miami; Archdeacon David B.
Nimer, St. George Cathedral, Coral
Gables; soon-to-be Deacon Stephen
(Salim) Adili and Sub-deacon John
Najjar, St. Anthony the Great, Melbourne; Sub-deacon Elie Bardweil
from Miami and Chairman of the
Order of St. Ignatius for the Diocese; Sub-deacon Christian Proano
from St. Philip in Davie, Florida;
and Sub-deacon Douglas Hamati
from Orlando.
The relics of St. Raphael of Brooklyn and St. Elizabeth were sealed into
the altar, which had been previously
consecrated in the chapel. We knelt
as the Bishop prayed that the altar
be appointed as a haven for the tempest-tossed, and place of healing for
the passions, a refuge for the weak
and place that puts demons to flight.
The altar was vested in a white
linen cloth representing the Lord’s
burial shroud, and then covered
with a beautifully worked piece
done by Fr. Elia’s mother. The walls,
the icons, everything was anointed with Holy Chrism by Bishop
THOMAS, followed by Bishop
ANTOUN sprinkling Holy Water,
and the whole retinue of priests and
deacons, while we joyfully sang the

Troparion of the Holy Cross.
After standing prayerfully before
the icon of Christ for most of the
Hierarchical liturgy, our beloved
Subdeacon Salim was ordained to
become Deacon Stephen. Amid
shouts of “He is worthy!” “Mustaheq!” and “Axios!” the new deacon
was vested by Bishop ANTOUN
and Fr. Elia.
Finally, Bishop ANTOUN called
forth our beloved Fr. Elia and, recognizing him for his achievements,
elevated him to the rank of Great
Economos for his tireless efforts
in managing the finances of the
church. Bishop ANTOUN then
presented Fr. Elia with the gift of his
own precious cross from Russia.
After the ceremonies and the
blessing, we all headed over to the
parish hall of St. Katherine Greek
Orthodox Church, which graciously
gave us the use of their hall for our
celebratory luncheon. We enjoyed a
great time of feasting together, as a
fitting end to a day we will always
remember with thanksgiving.
We must attempt, however feebly,
to express our overwhelming joy and
gratitude to God for His abundant
provision that brought us to this
day, and for the beauty of our surroundings in our new church with
its priceless iconography, and the
rising sound of the most glorious
chanting, with joyous exclamations
of “Christ is Risen!” This day with
all its blessings was just the icing on
the cake of Bright Week!
As my fellow convert Michael
Clevenger put it, “Matins, double
hierarchical liturgy with seven
priests and two deacons, an ordination, an elevation, and a consecration of a parish all before noon. Oh
what a time to be alive!
AXIOS! AXIOS! AXIOS!”
Deborah Thieme
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2016 Diocesan
Parish Life Conferences
Diocese of Charleston/New York
St. Mary Church, Johnstown, PA &
St. Michael Church, Greensburg, PA
(to be held at the Antiochian Village)
June 29-July3, 2016
Diocese of Los Angeles/Eagle River
St. George Church, Phoenix, AZ
June 29-July 3, 2016
Diocese of Miami
St. Andrew Church, Pensacola, FL
June 15-18, 2016
Diocese of Ottawa
St. George Church, New Hartford, NY
June 30-July 3, 2016
Diocese of Toledo
Basilica of St. Mary, Livonia, MI
June 22-26, 2016
Diocese of Wichita
St. Anthony Church, Tulsa, OK
June 15-18, 2016
Diocese of Worcester
St. George Church, Lawrence, MA
June 11 and 25-26, 2016

His Grace Bishop ANTHONY
Keynote Speaker

Hosted By St. George, Phoenix

www.stgeorgeaz.org
www.laplc.org

June 30 - July 3, 2016

Sacred
Music
Institute
and
Youth Music
Ministry

13–17 July 2016
Antiochian Village
Ligonier, Pennsylvania

Department of Sacred Music | Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of North America
For information regarding the Sacred Music Institute, please contact Paul Jabara at sacredmusic@antiochian.org
For information regarding the Youth Music Ministry, please contact Christy Farha at chrisfarha@cox.net
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SHARE YOUR GOOD FORTUNE
WITH OTHERS.

SOME PROJECTS SUPPORTED BY THE ORDER
Heritage & Learning Center, Antiochian Village, Retired Clergy Housing Allowance, Christian Education
Fund, Parish Development Fund, Youth Ministry, Missions and Evangelism, Antiochian House of Studies,
Planning and Future Development, College Conference, Task Force for Jerusalem, Balamand Theological
Academy, Project Mexico, IOCC, Married Seminarian Assistance, Al Kafaat, SOYO Leadership Training

CREDIT CARD DONATION IS NOW AVAILABLE
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