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Soon after the priestly ordination of Fr. Thomas Davis 
in Danbury, CT, and then the quarterly meeting of the 
Eparchial Finance Council, I began a pastoral visitation 
to our parishes in the South. Read on and see the joy 

for the beginning of two new Melkite communities.
Houston was the first visitation, from Dec. 6-12. The mission 

of St. Barbara is growing more and more active. Having hosted 
the National Convention in 2018, it now has more than 125 
registered families with an expected growth to more than 250 
more families. In less than one year, the community raised 
$400,000 to buy a 5-acre parcel of virgin land centrally located 
and paid another $30,000 to clear it to begin building.

I participated in their first bazaar on the grounds of an Arab-
American Center, and celebrated St. Barbara’s feast on Sunday at 
Divine Liturgy followed by a family dinner. A joy-filled and prayer-
filled Liturgy was sung by a choir and parishioners in Arabic and 
English at the Ruthenian church where we are still located.

I met with the architect and engineers to plan the first 
building: a church/hall combination seating 400 and 
classrooms. After Pascha we intend to have groundbreaking to 
place the first stone, and soon after construction will begin. 
I met with Auxiliary Bishop George Sheltz, who looks over 
financial issues, and we are blessed with the Archdiocese of 
Galveston-Houston’s willingness to grant us a loan to begin 
our project. Each day, Fr. Fadi took me on family visitations. 
The parishioners are also committing themselves to meet the 
mortgage payments to the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston.

On Dec. 13, Fr. Fadi drove me three-quarters of the way to 
San Antonio where Fr. John Mefrige met me to visit our newly 
founded Melkite community. I had a 2 ½ hour meeting with 
Archbishop Gustavo Garcia-Siller of San Antonio who is very 
supportive of our community and has given us the use of one of 
his closed churches for one dollar per year. The building is large 
enough for a church, hall and classrooms for religious education. 
I had dinner with Fr. John Mefrige, Khouriye Janet and their 
three children, and Fr. John’s mother visiting from Montreal.

The community greeted me on Saturday evening at a 
potluck dinner. Sunday’s Divine Liturgy was sung beautifully 
by cantors and 80 participants. Added to our new community 
are some Ruthenian families as full-time members; their 
numbers do not warrant a full-time priest so we now care 
for them. This new Outreach is almost ready to be named a 
Mission and Fr. John is doing a great job in evangelization and 
locating our Melkite faithful.

After Liturgy I had to fly out overnight to Birmingham for the 
funeral of Archimandrite Frank Milienewicz, retired pastor of St. 
George Church, and then returned again to San Antonio, meeting 
with other members, two of whom have possible vocations to 
deacon and priest. I made a short trip to Austin, where we are 
planting seeds for a future outreach and we were welcomed by 
Msgr. Don Sawyer, a Maronite priest who hosted us at lunch.

I flew to Atlanta on Dec. 20 and spent the weekend before 
Christmas at St. John Chrysostom Parish. Fr. John Azar lined 
up a few dinners and meetings with parishioners, and on Sunday 
after Divine Liturgy a luncheon was hosted. Our two deacons, 
Sami Jajeh and Elie Hanna, also celebrated with us along with Fr. 
Tom Flynn, our good friend of many years and bi-ritual priest.

On Monday, a family from Augusta arrived in Atlanta to take 
me to Augusta where I visited Fr. Michael Skrocki, the new 
pastor of St. Ignatios Church, who was in the hospital. On the 
morning of Christmas Eve he had a heart catherization and 
thank God all was fine. I celebrated Vespers Liturgy with our 
small community and again a Divine Liturgy on Christmas 
Day. The parish is small but very supportive in liturgical prayer 
life with excellent community singing.

On to Miami the day after Christmas, where I was met by the 
new pastor, Fr. Ezzat Bathouche. There I celebrated and presided 
over the three Sunday Liturgies – English, Arabic-English in the 
morning, and evening in Spanish. St Jude Church is also consid-
ered a shrine to the many Hispanics who frequent our church. A 
brief installation of the new pastor and a 40-day memorial for a 
beloved parishioner brought a good size congregation.

I relaxed a few days without too many commitments. On Jan. 1, 
I moved on to St. George Church in Birmingham, Ala., with 
Fr. Justin Rose as pastor. On Saturday I met with the youth at 
a bowling alley – that was their plan to meet with the bishop. I 
cheered them on but didn’t cast a bowling ball myself, having 
not done so since I was a teenager – we had a great afternoon.

On Sunday we celebrated Theophany with the Great 
Blessing of Water and Divine Liturgy. The full participation of 
the active community lifts us up to heaven, but the overflowing 
crowd singing the Lord’s Prayer in its beautiful musical setting 
lifts us to the “highest heaven” with tears of joy. We had an 
over-full church and a great feast day dinner in the parish hall 
with wall to wall people.

A Boston Reprieve and Return South
I decided to break part of the visitations to return to Boston 

Most Rev. 
Nicholas J. Samra
Eparchial Bishop  
of Newton

Winter Pastoral Visits 
& Two New Communities
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& Two New Communities



to clean off my desk work and mail, had several meetings, and 
repacked my suitcase to return to Florida on Jan. 17 to visit Fr. 
Gabriel Ghanoum and St. Nicholas Parish in Delray Beach. 
Several dinner meetings and an excellent Divine Liturgy sung 
by the entire community were followed by a parish brunch.

I drove the rented car to Indian Harbour Beach to visit my 
brother, Fr. Basil, and my sister Barbara and her husband, Greg 
Fairbanks. A few relaxing days were needed but the weather 
was not the best. 

Now to the great event of 2020. 
Another Melkite Outreach community is born!
About a year and a half ago I was contacted by a Melkite 
woman, Yousra Fregat, telling me we needed a Melkite 
Church in Jacksonville, Fla. I began making plans for a visit; 
however, some internal local issues there prevented me from 
going then. As these issues were settled, I was in touch with 
her again and now the visit materialized. A list was sent to 
me with more than 250 people. I drove almost 3 hours from 
my sister’s home on Friday to a hotel in Jacksonville booked 
by some of our interested Melkites. Deacon George Haddad 
of Waterford, Ct. (St. Ann Church), flew in and met me for 
the weekend. On Friday night a dinner was hosted by Yousra 
Fregat with more than 50 people present. Lots of conversation 
about “we want and need a priest” took place and of course 
lots of food. Some of the Melkites attended one of two Syriac 
Catholic churches, others worshipped elsewhere. Of course, 
on Saturday night another dinner was hosted with more 
people and more conversation.

The community has very good relations with the Syriac 
Catholic Church and Syriac Orthodox Church, and both priests 
were present with me from the start. On Sunday I was invited 
and welcomed by Fr. Rami Maamar of the Syriac Orthodox 
Church to visit his parish at the conclusion of his Liturgy. I 
spoke with his youth in the church and his family gathering in 
the church hall after praying at the shrine of the Mother of God 
where a piece of her belt is enshrined. It comes from the famous 
Church of Zunoro (Syriac for belt) in Homs, Syria.

Wajeeh Demetree and wife Lama, along with his mother 
and son, took us to a local Lebanese restaurant for brunch.

With the blessing of Syriac Catholic Bishop Yousif Habash, 
Fr. Talat Yazji welcomed us to celebrate our first Melkite 
Divine Liturgy in Jacksonville at Our Lady of Peace Church. 
More than 140 people were present - and I must add 90 

percent were present before we began the 5 p.m. service. A 
few young singers from the “Choir of Joy” in Damascus along 
with some local Melkites led the congregation’s participation 
in chanting. It was truly a blessed event with many crying with 
tears of joy, telling me after the Liturgy that they’ve been in 
Jacksonville for over 20 years and this was the first time they 
had their Melkite Liturgy since leaving Syria.

Of course you know what followed the Liturgy – another 
dinner with tons of food prepared for all. I mixed Arabic and 
English in the homily and then spoke at the dinner as if it was 
a general meeting. They began the Arabic “Zalageet” when I 
announced we are beginning a new Outreach in Jacksonville. 
I’m asking our several priests in Georgia, Alabama and Florida to 
line up a Liturgy each Sunday as soon as possible, and hopefully 
assigning a full-time priest in late summer or early fall.

The majority of families I met (now registered 75) are mainly 
from Syria, some here many years and some newer immigrants 
because of the Syrian War. They come from the Hauran 
villages, Homs, Nebek, Damascus and other towns and cities. 
There are many Lebanese Melkites, some of whom may be at 
the Maronite church. We had some families originally from 
Egypt (Aleppian origin) and we are assured there are others. If 
any of you readers know of any families in Jacksonville please 
send their contact information to us.

I asked the ushers at the Liturgy to give the collection to Fr. 
Talat, however he refused it stating it was a blessing for him for 
our community to worship in his church. On Monday’s final 
“big dinner” I was presented an envelope with the collection and 
family gifts. I did not open the envelope but announced whatever 
was in it would be placed in a new bank account for “Jacksonville 
Melkites.” Upon getting back to Boston I opened the envelope in 
which was $1,000. To it I personally added an equal amount and 
returned it to open the account for the new Outreach.

God is blessing us with growth, sadly in one sense, because 
of the exodus of our Melkites from the Middle East. It is our 
task to continue new outreaches to locate our Melkites and 
encourage new communities to form. You’ll hear more about 
San Antonio, Jacksonville and Houston in the near future.

Briefly I returned to Boston for desk work and I then flew to 
Mexico City on Feb. 6 to ordain our first Melkite priest there. 
See another article in this issue about this great joy.

Pray for our Church here and abroad; pray for me and pray 
for all our eparchy to be blessed more by God through the 
good work of our people.      †
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The now Rev. Agustín Martínez Almazán received 
ordination to the presbyterate by the imposition 
of hands of his Grace, the Most Rev. Nicholas J. 
Samra, bishop of Newton, USA, and apostolic ad-

ministrator for the Eparchy of Mexico on February 9, in the 
Old Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, nowadays known as 
“Templo Expiatorio a Cristo Rey”. This is the first priestly 
ordination for the Melkite Greek Catholic  Church of the  
Eparchy of Mexico since its establishment in the late 1800s.

Agustín is a member of the Otomi indigenous community of 
Santa María del Monte, in the state of México, who a day be-
fore was ordained to the order of the Holy Diaconate in Porta 
Coeli Church: the cathedral for the Eparchy of Mexico located 
in the Historical District of Mexico City.  

“My ordination as deacon and priest is a great blessing, a 
free gift that comes from God, yet a great responsibility be-
cause I am the spearhead of those who come after me. There-
fore I ask of God His grace to continue to respond to His call 
with strength.”

Agustín Martínez shared that he received his call at an early 
age and that he joined a monastery at age 17. He is also proud 

to have indigenous roots, which he considers to be a double 
blessing from God. “and of course, since I am a Mexican and 
an indigenous, I am also ‘Guadalupano’”

During the Divine Liturgy we experienced also the touch of 
the Otomi traditions, where the sound of the conch horn was 
heard at the most important moments of the ordination, sealing 
the commitment of the newly ordained to his cultural commu-
nity and his commitment to God’s people. Hundreds of indig-
enous dancers accompanied Agustin at this important moment 
in his life. Among all this joyful and colorful celebration, around 
two thousand guests were present witnessing this historic event.

Priests, deacons, religious, and friends from the Roman 
Catholic Church accompanied Agustín in the celebration of 
the Divine Liturgy of Ordination as a sign of communion. 
In the ceremonies were also present Rt. Rev. Archimandrite  
Damon Geiger and Rev. Alfonso Serna, who is the legal rep-
resentative/diocesan administrator for the Eparchy in Mexico 
and rector of the Cathedral of Porta Coeli.

 At the end of the ceremony, the newly ordained priest was 
congratulated by a huge number of family members, friends, and 
parishioners from all different faiths and cultural traditions.        †

Making History!!! 

First Priest for the Eparchy 
of Mexico, Indigenous, 

and very Guadalupano!!!
By Rev. Alfonso seRnA

Axios, Axios, Axios!!!

Making History!!! 

First Priest for the Eparchy 
of Mexico, Indigenous, 

and very Guadalupano!!!
By Rev. Alfonso seRnA





On February 15, I flew to Rome  
to join all the Eastern Catholic 
Bishops in the USA for our Ad 
Limina visit and meeting with 
Pope Francis. This Ad Limina 

visit, meaning “to the thresholds,” is generally 
every five years, although this one is almost eight 
years after the one in 2012. With more than 
5,000 Catholic bishops in the world, it is some-
what impractical to keep a five-year schedule.

In a sense, this is a pilgrimage for us bishops to 
celebrate Liturgy at the tombs of St. Peter and 
St. Paul and present a report of our eparchies to 
Pope Francis and the various dicasteries or con-
gregations/committees that handle most of his 
work throughout the world.

For this pilgrimage, I prepared in advance a 
lengthy report on the state of our eparchy cover-
ing 2011-2019. I had presented a similar one last 
year to our Patriarch and bishops of the Melkite 
Synod, focusing on the life of the eparchy, parish-
es, clergy, laity and finances. I wrote extensively 
on the vocational needs, seminarians, deacon 
and priest formation, evangelization through our 
Facebook and website and other various media 
means. Also I spoke about the new communities 
and Melkite outreaches for building our eparchy 
in the future.

This extensive report was sent to Rome in ad-
vance and distributed to various congregations 
to read and study. One of the highlights was the 
meeting with Pope Francis on Thursday, Feb. 20, 
at which each bishop is drawn into a good discus-
sion with him.

We stayed at the North American College for 
seminarians from the USA, where we were treat-
ed with warmth and friendliness with the staff 
and seminarians.                       †

BISHOP 
NICHOLAS 
MEETS 
WITH POPE 
FRANCIS
Submitted by His Grace, Bishop Nicholas
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editoRs note: Many thanks to Fr Andrew Stephen Demick 
who originally wrote this helpful article as New Year’s resolu-
tions. They are just as apropos for the beginning of Great Lent. 
Fr Stephen reminds us to adjust as needed according to the direc-
tion of your father-confessor and pastor. Also keep in mind that 
where it says “Orthodox” it applies equally to “Melkites”.

1. GET SERIOUS ABOUT 
COMING TO CHURCH (MORE).
While many who read this are no doubt at least every-Sunday 
attenders at church, it is statistically true that only 26% of 
Orthodox Christians in America come to church weekly (the 
statistic is drawn from people who are actually involved in 
parish life, not from anyone who was ever baptized Orthodox; 
that statistic would be much worse). That’s really a horrible 
percentage. If you’re not coming to church weekly, why not? 
There are probably some good reasons out there, but most 
of those 74% almost certainly do not have good reasons. If 
you’re not serious about coming to church weekly, it’s time 
to get serious. This is eternal life we’re talking about, not a 

religious club.
And if you’re already coming to church weekly, consider 

adding at least one service per week. Most parishes are doing 
Vespers and/or Matins at least once a week (usually Saturday 
night or Sunday morning). What are you normally doing when 
those services are going on? Your priest and other parishioners 
are there praying, including praying for you. Why don’t you 
join them? You won’t regret it.

And while we’re at it…

2. COME TO CHURCH ON TIME.
It’s kind of an in-joke that Orthodox people are always late to 
church. But why is that?

We too often accept the excuse that we function on “Greek 
time” or “Syrian time,” etc., but even Greeks and Syrians 
(and whoever else; insert your preferred culture here) seem 
to be able to adapt to show up to nearly everything else on 
time. Why can we show up on time for work, sporting events, 
movies, doctor’s appointments, etc., but reserve our tardiness 
for an encounter with the King of Kings?

THINGS WE SHOULD DO
By Fr Andrew Stephen Damick

Rt Rev Philip Raczka

The Altar at Calvary in the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre

Continued on page 12
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There are some kinds of events for which it doesn’t much matter if you come at a particular time—parties, 
various kinds of social gatherings, etc.—but church services aren’t one of them. There is a definite beginning and 
a definite ending. If you show up late, you are late. And if you leave early, you are skipping out.

What you show up on time for tells the world what you find important. It’s what you find indispensable. And when 
you show up late to church, it also tells your fellow parishioners that you don’t consider church very important.

And it also communicates it to your kids. And you can be assured that they will imitate you.
Come at least ten minutes early. That says you are serious. You know what also says you’re serious?

3. TITHE.
Nothing says you’re serious like giving 10% of your income to something.

Giving 10% to God sounds crazy to a lot of people, but the reality is that it’s actually totally normal for 
many Christians—even for generations. Orthodox people in the US aren’t used to tithing (10%) or even giving 
some other percentage, mainly because many of their forebears across the sea gave to their churches just by 
paying their taxes. That doesn’t work anywhere in the English-speaking Orthodox world. Your taxes do not go 
to support your church. (I know of one church where a parishioner was shocked to discover that the electric 
company would turn off the electricity if the church didn’t pay its bill. Who would do that to a church?)

And other parishioners inherited a system based on union dues. So many may think that giving $500 a year 
(less than $10/week) is a lot. But if you have a parish of 100 families and each family only gives $500 a year, then 
you only have an annual income of $50,000. With that, you cannot support your priest, and you certainly cannot 
pay for a building and its maintenance. Other people are picking up the slack for you. If they’re not, your priest 
may be on food stamps or welfare. I know some who are.

But if those 100 families each made the median household income for the US (about $52,000), and they all tithed, 
that same 100-family parish would have $520,000 to work with. If they even gave just 5%, they’d have $260,000.

Meanwhile, you are probably spending a lot more just on cable TV. Or Internet access. Or your smartphone. 
Or eating out. Or coffee. Or a lot of other things.

But the most important thing about pledging and tithing is not about meeting parish budgets or supporting 
your priest like the hardworking, educated man he is. It’s about worship. Your heart is where your treasure is 
(Matt. 6:21). Where’s your treasure? Follow the money, find the heart.

If you’re not up for 10% yet, then try 8%. Or 6%. Or whatever. But go on record, and get disciplined about 
giving. Don’t give until it hurts, but until it actually feels good.

4. PRAY AT HOME.
Even if all you do is say the “Our Father” when you wake up (saying it three times a day is the most ancient 
known prayer rule), you will notice a change in how you think and feel about your faith. It will become more 
present for you and will define you more.

Oh, and parents? It will have a huge impact on your kids. Watching parents pray at home and (in time) joining 
them in that prayer is one of the biggest contributions that kids can receive toward their long-term spiritual viability.

If you don’t bring the faith home, you can forget about it mattering in the long run, either for you or your kids.

5. SING ALONG AT CHURCH. AND STAND MORE.
The choir and chanters are there to lead you in prayer, not to entertain you or pray instead of you. Yes, it is 
possible to pray with them silently, but there are few things more spiritually invigorating than singing your 
prayers. So if you’re able, you should.

And while you’re at it, why don’t you stand up a bit more? It’s certainly easier to sing while standing. And it’s 
also the 2000-year-old tradition of the Orthodox Church to stand during worship. So there’s that.

Update: I’ve received several comments which include strong opinions on the issue of congregational singing. 
I know that it’s a subject of some debate. Obviously, this note of encouragement here is meant to be taken in 
terms of the caveat I originally posted at the top of this piece—check with your father-confessor and/or pastor 
as to what is appropriate in your community.

Because I’m not interested in hosting a debate about congregational singing, I won’t be publishing any further 
comments about it.

THINGS WE SHOULD DO  Continued from page 11
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6. MEMORIZE A PSALM.
Memorizing Scripture is a great thing for many reasons, but psalms are especially powerful, because they are all 
prayers. Pick your favorite one to memorize. Lots of Orthodox love Psalm 50 (“Have mercy on me, O God…”). 
But there are plenty to choose from. Pick a short one or a long one. Just make it your own. Try praying it every day.

7. ENCOURAGE YOUR PRIEST.
Yes, he should be willing to do his job without getting any encouraging words. And many priests do. That 
wouldn’t be so bad if they didn’t get so many complaints. While some priests (like me!) aren’t constantly barraged 
with complaints, some never can seem to escape them, even while they pour their lives out for their people. And 
I would actually have to say that I probably get more complaints than I do encouraging words. My brother 
priests mostly say the same thing.

Your priest is a human being just like you are. And while he shouldn’t live for praise, you can help him see that 
his hard work is appreciated by telling him so. Your job isn’t to tell him that he shouldn’t want praise—he has a 
father-confessor to tell him that. Your job is to love him. And saying encouraging things to him is part of that 
love. You don’t have to shower him with compliments. Just tell him that what he’s doing matters to you.

I have some people in my parish who say encouraging things to me. I don’t live for their kind words, but they 
help to keep me going, because it reminds me that what I’m doing matters.

There is nothing better for a parish’s health than an encouraged priest. If he feels like what he’s doing matters, 
he will love doing it. And he will also strive to get better at it, too. So even if you do feel like he needs to improve, 
the best way to help him do that is to inspire him, not to complain at him.

8. INVITE SOMEONE TO CHURCH.
Did you know that 82% of the unchurched say that they would come if invited? Did you know that only 2% of 
church members invite someone to church in a given year? 

If your parish is dying (and many Orthodox parishes in the US, especially in the Northeast, are indeed dying), 
don’t you think it’s time you invited someone to church? If your parish is healthy, don’t you think it’s time it gave 
birth to another healthy one?

Do you really believe that you’ve found the true faith, seen the true light and received the heavenly Spirit, like 
you sing near the end of the Liturgy?

Then why are you keeping it to yourself? Think of at least one person you know who isn’t in church. Make 
him or her a spiritual priority this year. Pray every day for that person. And when the time is right, give the 
invitation. Statistically speaking, they are probably going to say yes.

And when you make the invitation, don’t say, “You should come to church with me sometime.” “Sometime” 
is no time. Say, “We’re celebrating the Divine Liturgy this Sunday at 9am at my church. Can I pick you up and 
bring you with me?”

9. VISIT A MONASTERY.
You won’t believe how amazing monastic visits are until you go on one. There are few things that underline for 
us how much is really possible in the Christian life like visiting people who are actually making a go at being 
24/7/365 Christians.

And don’t you think that people who practice prayer that much might know a thing or two about it?
Monasteries aren’t just for monks and nuns. They’re for all Christians. They are not only spiritual havens but 

also spiritual powerhouses. And don’t just visit once and say you did it. Develop a relationship.
And maybe if you’re really blessed, one of your kids will join a monastery and pray for you a whole lot. I hope 

one of mine does.

10. READ THE OLD TESTAMENT.
Yes, we should read the whole Bible, but the truth is that most Orthodox Christians are crypto-Marcionites—
we don’t know almost anything about the Old Testament. Marcion was a 2nd century heretic who taught that 
the Old Testament was a book for Jews and had nothing to do with Christians. He was really wrong. The Old 
Testament is about the thousands of years of preparation before the coming of Jesus Christ. It is what sets the 
stage for His appearance. Jesus is everywhere in the Old Testament, but you have to know how to look for Him.

The Old Testament is filled with all kinds of fascinating stories, prayers, songs, poetry, etc. But most of us have 
Continued on page 14

D
U

R
IN

G
 L

E
N

T



14  SOPHIA  |  Spring 2020

almost no idea that it has much other than Adam and Eve, Noah and Jonah. And we’re probably a little fuzzy 
on some of those details.

But if God prepared the world for the coming of Jesus by what He did in the Old Testament, how can we think 
we’ll be prepared for His coming into each of our own lives without any of that same preparation?

Make a plan that will get you through the whole Bible in one year? Here’s one. There are others, too.
If you need help getting through it all (especially because it’s way bigger than the New Testament), why don’t 

you ask your priest to start a Bible study going over some of the Old Testament books? He’ll probably be smiling 
so much after he gets up off the floor in shock that he won’t know what to do with himself.

So, that makes me think of something else.

11. ATTEND AN ADULT EDUCATION CLASS.
It’s actually kind of crazy how uneducated many Orthodox people are in their own faith. I sometimes hear the 
excuse that that stuff is just for seminarians and clergy, that it’s too intellectual, too far above the heads of the 
average parishioner, etc. But the very same people can give you detailed information about what the rules and 
records in the Super Bowl are, what their least favorite politician has done to wreck the country, and what the 
latest gossip is on various celebrities, all in remarkable detail. But when it comes to what will last into eternity, 
we are suddenly the dumbest people on the face of the earth.

Don’t sell yourself short. You are probably pretty smart about many things. Why don’t you use that same 
talent to get smart about your faith?

It’s also quite frankly true that most Protestants are far more educated about their Protestant faiths than 
Orthodox are about their own. Are we really supposed to believe that Protestants are just smarter? They’re 
not. But they’ve developed a culture of education. A culture of education is not a uniquely Protestant thing. It’s 
Orthodox, too. It’s been part of our tradition for 2000 years. It’s just that some of us have forgotten it. It’s time 
to bring it back.

12. VOLUNTEER.
Do something in your parish or in your community that benefits other people without giving you any kind of 
material gain. And do it without expecting recognition. Your recognition will come from God in His Kingdom. 
You don’t need it from anyone else.

Not only will selfless volunteering help you be grateful for all that God has given to you, but it will set an 
example of what a Christian is for your kids and your friends, and it will also help you to be humble, something 
we know is necessary for entrance into the Kingdom of Heaven.

13. GO TO CONFESSION.
There are lots of Orthodox Christians who go to confession only once a year—or maybe even never. Like people 
who never go to the doctor, what that means is that you think everything is perfectly fine and you need no help. 
Literally, it means that you do not think you need the gift of forgiveness that comes in the sacrament of absolution.

I don’t know about you, but I’m a sinner. I mean, I sin every day. I have a problem. I’m a sinner. I need to 
confront my sins directly in confession. And I want the sacrament of absolution that goes with it.

I try to go once during each of the four fasts (though I will admit that I don’t always keep my rule very well), 
and I always dread going before I go, because I don’t like thinking about how I am a sinner. And then I always 
wonder what took me so long after I go. It’s really wonderful, actually.

Thank God for confession.

14. READ A SPIRITUAL BOOK.
There are few things that get us into another story, another way of looking at life, like a good book. And a good 
spiritual book can help to retrain your mind to become like the mind of Christ. Most of us do not have the mind 
of Christ. We have the mind of something else. Our minds are filled with distractions, necessities and the cares 
of this world.

But the extended meditation on what is good and true and beautiful that can come from a good spiritual book 
can help to change all that. And you know what? That change helps to bring us peace. And that’s something that 
each of us needs a whole lot more of.                    †

THINGS WE SHOULD DO  Continued from page 13
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Archimandrite Frank J. Milienewicz, beloved pastor emeritus of  
St. George Melkite Greek-Catholic Church in Birmingham, Alabama,  
fell asleep in the Lord on the evening of Wednesday, December 11, 2019,  
at the age of 72. Born in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania on June 30, 1947,  
he was the only child of the late Frank and Anna Milienewicz. 

Father Frank received his Bachelor’s Degree in Philosophy from St. Paul’s College  
in Washington, D.C., and studied theology at St. Basil Seminary in Metheun,  
Massachusetts. Father Frank was ordained to the priesthood on February 29, 1976,  
and was elevated to the high dignity of archimandrite by Bishop John Elya on the  
30th anniversary of his ordination to the priesthood. 

Father Frank faithfully served parishes of the Melkite Church in America for over  
40 years. He served as administrator of Our Lady of Perpetual Help in Worcester,  
Massachusetts (1976-1981), and as pastor of St. George in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 
(1981-1986), St. Joseph in Lansing, Michigan (1987-1988), and St. George in Birmingham, Alabama (1988-2017). 

During such time, he also served in numerous positions for the Diocese, including the Board of Consultors, the Personnel 
Board, Proto-Presbyter of the Southern Region, the Insurance Council and as a Spiritual Advisor for the National Association 
of Melkite Youth (NAMY). 

After retiring on his 70th birthday in 2017, Fr Frank continued to serve as pastor emeritus and attend divine services at  
St. George Church as his health permitted. 

He is survived by his cousin, Joan Navin (Mountain Top, Pennsylvania) and countless spiritual children. Father Frank was 
greatly appreciated for his practical and loving spiritual guidance, and for his faithful stewardship of his parishes. Visitation took 
place on Sunday, December 15 at St. George Church in Birmingham, followed by Trisagion Prayers. The Funeral for a Priest 
was held on Monday, December 16 at St. George Church, and the interment took place in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania on 
Thursday, December 19. May Father Frank’s memory be eternal!!                   †

Published in The Birmingham News on Dec. 15, 2019

MEMORY ETERNAL

Archimandrite
Frank Milienewicz
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FR FRANK 
Remembered
     By Greg Garrison 

He was a Polish-American priest from Pennsylvania leading 
a Middle Eastern church in Alabama, but he made it his 
home and stayed in Birmingham for 32 years. Archimandrite 
Frank J. Milienewicz, who was pastor of the 400 member  

St. George Melkite Greek-Catholic Church in Birmingham from  
1988-2017, fell asleep in the Lord on December 11. He was 72.

After retiring in 2017, he became pastor emeritus. He suffered from 
poor health in his later years.

His Grace, Bishop Nicholas Samra said Father Frank never gave up a 
sense of joy. “He was happy with being a priest,”. “Father Frank served, 
Father Frank loved, Father Frank had joy.”

The Rev. Mitch Pacwa, who took over as host of the “EWTN Live” 
TV show after the retirement of the late EWTN founder Mother  
Angelica, said he bonded with Fr Frank because they were both of  
Polish descent.

“Whenever I visited Chicago, I brought him back Polish sausage,” 
Fr Mitch said in an interview after the funeral. “It wasn’t good for his 
health, but he liked it.”  Fr Mitch said that Fr Frank had a “laser-like” 
focus on the Gospel message.

“He was focused on his service as a pries.” “It never occurred to him 
to make anything about himself. He was focused on the ministry of the 
Gospel and the church.”

St. George Church, on Birmingham’s Southside next to George Ward 
Park, was founded in 1921 by Lebanese and Palestinian immigrants. It’s 
known regionally for its Middle Eastern food festival, which started 38 
years ago. Fr Frank took part in the food festival for 32 years.

“He was wonderful at speaking with and knowing and loving people,” 
said the Rev. Richard Saad, of neighboring St. Elias Maronite Catholic 
Church, which was also founded by Lebanese immigrants and has a 
Middle Eastern food festival. “He wanted to do it the best he could until 
he died, and he did that.”

When Fr Frank retired in 2017, the Rev. Justin Rose took over as pas-
tor at St. George. “He provided stability for this community,” Fr Justin 
said. “We have a very rich family life because of his care. He made it 
very easy for me. He wanted me to be successful. He loves this commu-
nity.”

When Fr Frank arrived in Alabama from Pennsylvania in 1988, he 
had no family in the South.

“He truly became a father figure to everyone here,” said church 
member Jeremy Ritchey. “He was our mentor and a fun friend. He gave 
everything to this parish. He embraced that we were his family, and 
that’s why he stayed here after he retired.”

Fr Frank attended the last Sunday service at St. George before his 
death, on Dec. 8, which was a celebration of St. Nicholas, said his 
longtime deacon and assistant. “Everyone got a chance to see him,” said 
Deacon Seraphim Ritchey. “He was very much loved by the community. 
He reminded us to always forgive and always ask for forgiveness.”         †
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They died as martyrs, killed in December 2016 by 
a gang of militiamen who had held them hostage 
for years. This is apparently the fate of the two 
archbishops of Aleppo, the Greek Orthodox Boulos 

Yazigi and the Orthodox Syrian Mar Gregorios Yohanna 
Ibrahim, who disappeared on April 22 without leaving a trace 
in the area between the Syrian metropolis and the border 
with Turkey. This theory is supported by an investigation 
carried out by a team led by Mansur Salib, a Syrian researcher 
residing in the United States, and disseminated through the 
digital platform medium.com, a new social media connected 
to Twitter, reported Fides News Agency. According to the 
authors of the investigation, the militants of Nour al-Din al-
Zenki, an independent group involved in the Syrian conflict, 
financed and armed during the conflict by both Saudi Arabia 
and the USA, killed the two.

The investigation traces the story, focusing on details 
considered useful to reconstruct its dynamics. According to 
the authors, on April 22, 2013, the two archbishops had left 
Aleppo aboard a Toyota pick-up truck, driven by Fatha ‘Allah 
Kabboud, with the intention of going to deal with the release 
of two priests, Armenian Catholic Michael Kayyal and Greek 
Orthodox Maher Mahfouz, previously kidnapped by anti-Assad 
jihadist groups who then controlled the territories east of the 
Syrian metropolis. Mar Gregorios and Boulos Yazigi, dressed 
in civilian clothes, fell into what the reconstruction presents as 
a real trap. The car in which the two metropolitans of Aleppo 
were traveling was blocked by the group of kidnappers, and the 
driver Fatha’ Allah Kabboud, a Latin-rite Catholic, father of 
three children, was shot dead in the head. The kidnapping was 
not claimed by any group.

In the following months and years, rumors and announcements 
about their upcoming release were filtered around the case on 
several occasions, which then turned out to be unfounded.

The investigation hints at the involvement in the kidnapping 
of characters linked to MIT (Turkish intelligence service), 
claiming that the kidnapping and detention occurred in areas 
that at that time became a “receptacle for foreign secret 
services”, where they could hardly have operated without the 
support of “ordinary terrorists”.

The issue of the disappearance of the two metropolitans was 
marked by misdirections and false and misleading information, 
such as that which a few days after their kidnapping had said 
they were released and were heading towards the Syrian 
Orthodox cathedral of Aleppo, where a multitude of Aleppo  

 
Christians gathered in vain to await them.

The reconstruction reports information already known, 
along with allegations exposed without objective findings, 
including the hint that George Sabra, a Christian leader who 
has always been close to opposition groups to the government 
of Damascus, is also involved in the kidnapping of the two 
Metropolitans. The hypothesis that the perpetrators of the 
kidnapping aimed to force the two metropolitans to convert 
to Islam, to fuel fears and despair among the local Christian 
communities, is also highlighted.

The most relevant witness among those mentioned in the 
report seems to be Yassir Muhdi, presented as one of the jailers 
of the two bishops, who was later captured by Syrian forces. 
“The official investigation” acknowledges the dossier “is not yet 
complete, because it was not possible to find the mortal remains 
of the two ecclesiastics.” Among other things, the reconstruction 
claims – by presenting blurred clues or by aggregating information 
without objective evidence – that the two archbishops were 
tortured, and that one of them, in 2015, was in a health facility in 
Antioch, the Antakya Devlet Hastanesi, in the Turkish province 
of Hatay. In the final section, the investigation claims that the 
two bishops were allegedly killed and buried in an unspecified 
place in December 2016, while areas east of Aleppo were about 
to be recaptured by the Syrian army.

In conclusion, the investigation published on medium.
com may be useful to clarify details of the dynamics of the 
kidnapping and the early stages of the segregation of the 
two metropolitans, but in many passages, it does not seem to 
provide certain elements useful to definitively clarify what was 
the fate of Boulos Yazigi and Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibrahim, 
Archbishops of the martyred city of Aleppo.      †

Journalistic Investigation: 
‘The Two Bishops of Aleppo who 
disappeared in 2013 martyred’

Incident in Syria Still Shrouded in Mystery
Zenit Staff • January 16, 2020 



18 SOPHIA | Spring 2020

Armenian Priest and His Father 
Killed in Deir ez Zor, Syria

Archbishop Marayati: ‘for us they are martyrs. And the war is not over’
Zenit Staff • November 12, 2019

Armenian Catholic priest Father Hovsep Bidoyan was 
murdered Monday, Nov. 11, 2019, at the entrance of 
a church in eastern Syria.

Both Father Hovsep Bidoyan, from Qamishli, and 
his biological father were killed during a visit to the Armenian 
Catholic Church in Deir Ezzor, a city in eastern Syria. The news 
was reported by Catholic charity Aid to the Church in Need.

The funeral of Father Petoyan and his father Hanna Petoyan 
took place on the morning of Nov. 12 in Qamishli, reported 
Fides News Agency. The two were attacked by unidentified 
gunmen as they traveled southbound from Hasaka province to 
Deir ez-Zor, in the north-east of Syria. “For us they are mar-
tyrs. And what happened to them is a confirmation that the war 
is not over here, as we had hoped,” Boutros Marayati, Arme-
nian Catholic Archbishop of Aleppo, told Fides.

The funerals of the priest and his father were celebrated in 
the Armenian Catholic Church of St. Joseph, in the presence of 
priests, religious, and faithful of all the Christian communities 
present in the area. Father Antranig Ayvazian, Episcopal Vicar 
of the Armenian Catholic community of Upper Mesopotamia 
and northern Syria, presided over the funeral liturgy. Father 
Hovsep, 46, married and a father of three children, ordained 
a priest 5 years ago, was the priest of the Armenian Catholic 
community of Qamishli, in the northeastern Syrian province of 
Hassake. “In the city of Qamishli,” said Archbishop Marayati, 
“many Christian refugees also fled from Deir ez-Zor, when 
that city was devastated by war. He also carried out his pastoral 
work among them, and for a long time, he also followed the 
projects implemented with the help of international groups to 
rebuild the church and the houses of the Christians in Deir ez 
Zor, destroyed by the war. For this reason, he went to Deir ez 
Zor every two weeks to check the progress of the work. He had 

already carried out six trips to that city so dear to the memory 
of the Armenians, where there is the shrine of the martyrs of 
the genocide, also devastated during the conflict.”

At the time of the ambush, the priest and his father were 
traveling together with an Armenian deacon – wounded during 
the assault – and another person. The two killers had their faces 
covered and fled after the ambush. The priest’s father died 
immediately. Father Hovsep, wounded in the chest, was brought 
to a clinic in Deir ez Zor and then transferred by ambulance to a 
hospital in Hassakè, where he arrived already lifeless.

The city of Deir ez Zor is controlled by the Syrian army, but 
in the area there are also Kurdish forces and the US military 
still operating. In the sub-district of al-Busayrah, an area where 
the ambush occurred, armed groups affiliated to the self-styled 
Islamic State (Daesh) are also concentrated, who claimed re-
sponsibility for the gunning down of the Armenian Catholic 
Priest and his father (but stating, erroneously, to have elimi-
nated “two priests”). “The car in which the priest was traveling 
there was the inscription of the Armenian Church.”

Syrian state TV SANA called the killing of the Armenian 
Catholic priest and his father “martyrdom”, while the Kurdish 
media presented the resurgence of bloody attacks attributable 
to Daesh as an indirect consequence of the Turkish military 
intervention in Syria, which forced Kurdish militias operat-
ing in the area to review their strategies and suspend military 
operations against jihadist cells still present in the north-east 
of Syria.

According to the Kurds of the Rojava Information Center, 
Daesh jihadists allegedly carried out 30 attacks in the first 10 
days of November, with a 300 percent increase from their ac-
tivity levels compared to the period prior to the Turkish mili-
tary initiative in Syrian territory.                       †

All photos: Kim Nguyen

Father Hovsep Bedoyan (Photo by Chris Huby/Le Pictorium)
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SHEPHERD’S CARE
Associated Charities  
Great Lent 2020
“There is no sin that alms 
cannot cleanse. Charity is a 
medicine suitable for 
any wound.”  St. John Chrysostom

Almsgiving is an essential pillar of Great Lent. 
Owing to your love and faithful support, the 
Eparchy has been able to help orphans, the 
hungry, the homeless, drug addicted, the des-
titute, runaway teens, victims of war, victims of 
disease and disaster, and so many more through 

Shepherd’s Care Associated Charities.  Donations are distributed to local parish chari-
ties, soup kitchens, food pantries, shelters, as well as Eparchial charitable causes, world 
charities, and also tuition assistance for seminarians of the Eparchy of Newton.  But 
Shepherd’s Care is much more than raising funds for charity.  It is a guide to assist us 
in living a holy Lent through understanding and practicing the Lenten cornerstones of 
prayer, fasting and almsgiving.

As Great Lent begins on February 24, please pick up a brochure, “My Lenten Gift” coin 
box, and a coin calendar (a prayerful and fun method of giving) from your parish.  Put it 
on your dining table, or in your icon corner, anywhere you will see it and be inspired to 
remember the needy. Throughout Lent place your offerings in the box.  Some people 
try to put in the amount they save by abstaining from certain foods. Children find it 
especially fun to use the coin calendar.    

At the end of Great Lent simply bring the proceeds of your mite box to the church 
as your offering for Shepherd’s Care.   If presenting a check please make it payable to 
“Shepherd’s Care Associated Charities 2020”  Thank you and God bless you for your 
generosity on behalf of those less fortunate. 
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The mission of the Church, also in the Middle East, 
is not to “spread Christian civilization in place of 
other civilizations,” but to “demonstrate the work 
of the Holy Spirit in our lives and help others to 

receive the gift of this Spirit.” With these words, His Beati-
tude, Youssef, Patriarch of Antioch of the Melkites, expressed 
in a synthetic and effective form the appropriate criterion with 
which it is convenient to look at the events of the Christian 
communities scattered in the Middle Eastern area, reported 
Fides News Agency.  “Our presence, especially in the Middle 
East” clarified the Patriarch “does not depend on our number, 
our strength, our greatness, and our ability, but rather on the 
effective work of the Holy Spirit in our lives”.

The setting used by the patriarch of the Melkite-Greek Catho-
lic Church to expose his precious considerations on the present 
and future mission of ecclesial communities also in the Middle 
East was the six-monthly session of the Assembly of Catholic 
bishops in Egypt, hosted at the church of Santo Stefano, in the 

neighborhood of al Maadi, on the days of 14 and 15 January. The 
Assembly was co-chaired by Patriarch Youssef and by His Be-
atitude Ibrahim, Patriarch of Alexandria of the Coptic Catholics. 
The meeting was attended by more than 20 Catholic Bishops, 
men and women religious working in the great country of North 
Africa, together with Archbishop Nicolas Henry Marie Denis 
Thevenin, who was appointed Apostolic Nuncio to the Arab 
Republic of Egypt last November and pontifical delegate to the 
League of Arab States by Pope Francis.

In the two days spent together, the participants in the 
assembly also addressed the delicate issue of the impact – often 
negative – of social media on the lives of ecclesial communities. 
During the working sessions, the document-contribution of the 
Catholic Churches related to the draft law on the personal legal 
status of Christians in Egypt was also drawn up, a contribution 
that must be delivered to the competent authorities in view of 
the discussion and promulgation of this law by the Egyptian 
government.        †

Melkite Patriarch in Egypt 
on Role of Christians 
in Middle East
Zenit Staff, Holy Land • January 21, 2020

‘Demonstrate the Work 
of the Holy Spirit 

in our Lives and Help Others 
to Receive the Gift of This Spirit’
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Evening is falling in the Valley of the Christians. From 
its high vantage point the Crusader fortress, the Crac 
des Chevaliers, built in the 11th-12th century, looks 
down impassively on the arriving visitors. Today – 

November 18, 2019 – is a day of festival in the church of Haret 
Saraya in the village of Al-Husn. The band of trumpeters and 
drummers plays on unceasingly.

The church, which is dedicated to Our Blessed Lady, looks 
resplendent with its freshly painted white walls and brightly 
colored iconostasis. “They’ve rebuilt it just as it was before”, 
says local Archbishop Nikolas Sawaf, the Melkite Catholic 
Archbishop of Latakia.

In 2012 this church was ransacked and burned by the 
jihadists, who dominated the valley from their position 
overlooking the village in the historic Crusader fortress the 
Crac des Chevaliers, built by the Knights Hospitaller. They 
tore down the cross, profaned the holy icons and smashed and 
disfigured the statues. Nor did they spare the parish premises 
or the presbytery, even ripping the electric wiring from the 
walls of the house.

But seven years later – exactly on the feast of the Exaltation 
of the Cross – the day becomes a feast for the faithful and 
the little church is packed with people during the rededication 
ceremony. Both Catholic and Orthodox priests from the 
region are present for the occasion. It is a scene of great joy. 
Outside in the courtyard, in front of a rejoicing crowd, the 
Orthodox choir of Our Lady of Al Wadi sings hymns of hope, 
peace, and forgiveness, at the same time remembering those 
who disappeared, were killed or exiled by the war and calling 
on the Christians to stand fast and remain on their lands.

“Now that the church has been renewed, it is time for us to 
renew the living stones, our own hearts,” urges Father Andrzej 
Halemba to the faithful during the celebration. The head of 
the project section for the countries of the Middle East of the 
international Catholic pastoral charity Aid to the Church in 
Need (ACN) says: “Our hearts have been broken by the vio-
lence, divided and unsettled by the events in our lives. Now is 
the time to renew them with the love of Christ. Let us pray for 
peace in Syria”.

ACN helped not only for the renovation of the church of 
Haret Saraya, but also for the repairs to the parish buildings 
and the presbytery. And at the same time it was possible to 
add on additional guestrooms and small business outlets in the 
village, so close to the historic tourist attraction of the Crac 
des Chevaliers, which will soon be welcoming visiting tourists 
once again. In this way, it has been possible to some extent to 
help guarantee a longer-term future for the Christian legacy 
here, where it has such ancient roots.

“ACN is like Simon of Cyrene for us, supporting us and 
helping us to carry our cross,” said Archbishop Sawaf, at the 
end of this day of celebration.

The projects for the rebuilding of the Christian structures 
in the village of Al-Husn were supported by ACN with grants 
totaling over 170,000 Euros and are part of an overall program 
by the foundation for the reconstruction of the Christian 
infrastructure affected by the war in the various different 
dioceses of Syria.      †

A Day of 
Celebration in Syria
Celebrating the inauguration of the 

newly restored church of Haret Saraya, 
destroyed by jihadists in 2012
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The projects for the 
rebuilding of the 

Christian structures in 
the village of Al-Husn 

were supported by ACN 
with grants totaling 

over 170,000 Euros.

Church of the Assumption of Our Lady, in the 
town of Qal’at Al Hosn (Husn Haret Saray/ 
Haret Sary in Al-Husn), next to the Krak 
des Chevaliers fort. In the picture appears, Fr. 
George Maamary, parish priest and Sister 
Catherine Battikha, a nun of Our Lady of 
Perpetual Help in Marmarita.





Life is fleeting, my friends! Recently, the sobering re-
ality of three recent deaths of our priests shakes our 
comfort zone, as brothers and sisters in the family of 
Christ, as believers. As a priest becomes a member of 

every family and his presence therein and in also in church is 
felt in special and varying ways by the individuals of our parish-
es. Sometimes, people don’t realize what gems they have had 
in their hands of life until they are gone. As brother priests, 
we thank God for each other, for the comradery of others in 
our ranks…those who probably are the only ones who really 
understand what another priest goes through in life. 

In a moment, death takes him away. The laughing, joking, 
listening, sharing, counseling, admonishing, advising and pro-
viding one is gone. The emptiness sets in and we are at a loss.

Dear readers: during this time of our journey to Kingdom, let 
me ask: do you know who baptized you…the one who administered the 
Holy Mystery which made you a son or daughter of Christ? Have you 
ever asked to have him, living or deceased, remembered at a Liturgy?

Surely, you remember the priest who married you...the one 
who joined you together in the Holy Crowning. 
Have you, maybe at your anniversary or his, ever sent 
a thank you card to him for his holy involvement?

Do you recall the priest who may have cel-
ebrated the funeral of your parents, siblings, 
children, relatives or close friends? Can you recall 
any of his words that may have given you comfort in 
your loss? Have you shared your appreciation with him?

Besides your own momentous events in your life, consider 
the numerous baptisms he performed, the celebrations of Lit-
urgies to bring Christ to earth, the hearing of confessions,  his 
sharing of Christ’s blessings with you, his visits to you or a fam-
ily member in the hospital, the listening to your struggles in 
life, the answering of a question you may have had for home-
work, his consoling you in your hurt or when he counselled 
you, hoping to guide you to make a good decision for yourself. 
Treasure your priests!

Really take a good and hard look at your priest; see him as a 
human like yourself, beset with the same emotions, conflicting 
twists and turns of life, carrying some burdens of which you 
certainly may not be aware. Understand the hurts, judgements, 
denials and grudges by others that he secretly has had to carry 

over the years. Whether he himself is married or not, consider 
the added burden he has had to endure alone because he said 
“yes” to Christ’s call. Treasure your priests!

And yet, with the cracks of a broken vessel, Christ chose 
him to do His work. Christ chose him to build up His Church 
on earth. With all his human faults, he has continued to want 
to accept you, to welcome you, to love you, to bless you, to 
call you his spiritual son or daughter, to be there for you. The 
wanting to have him share your life’s good times and not-so-
good times with you are gifts in his life. You are his blessings. 
You, your own life sharings and what you experience make him 
feel complete; they make him really feel his priesthood…that 
to which he was called. Treasure your priests!

Appreciate them while you still have them. Don’t just simply 
take them for granted. Relish in the fact that his door is always 
open to you. Pride yourself in that your door is always open to 
him. Make him feel welcome. Grab every chance that you can 
to be with him in church and in every other circumstances of 
your life. Include him in the everyday living of your life with 

you and your families. Within a flash, believe me, my friends, it 
may be the last time that you might see him, the last time you 
may hear his sermon, the last time that he will raise his hand to 
bless you, the last time that you may be invited by him for you 
to give glory to God. Treasure your priests!

Feeling the loss of our brothers, as priests ourselves, our 
sympathy and prayers continue to go out to the actual fami-
lies who have lost their physical family member, to the parish 
families who have lost their shepherds, to the spiritual sons 
and daughters who have lost their spiritual fathers. Your sor-
row and emptiness can only be raised up and be filled to know 
that you still have your priests praying for you at the throne 
of God.

To All: Treasure your priests every day, while you can, on your own 
journey to the heavenly Kingdom!       †
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By Archimandrite John Azar
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ROME — In light of a recent declaration from Patriarch 
Bartholomew of Constantinople that reunion between East-
ern Orthodoxy and the Catholic Church is now “inevitable,” 
it’s worth a brief trip down memory lane regarding recent at-
tempts to end Christianity’s longest-running schism.

No pope since the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) has 
worked harder on rapprochement with the Orthodox than St. 
Pope John Paul II, history’s first Slavic pontiff, for whom the 
vision of a Christianity that could once again “breathe with 
both lungs,” East and West, was his lodestar.

John Paul missed no opportunity to demonstrate his 
solicitude for the Orthodox, and long dreamed of traveling to 
Moscow to cement closer ties with the “third Rome.”

In the end, John Paul realized that politics, both ecclesiasti-

cal and secular, made such a trip impossible, so he settled for 
the next best thing. 

In 2004, one year before his death, he asked an all-star lineup 
of Catholic heavyweights to return an icon of the Madonna of 
Kazan, one of Russian Orthodoxy’s most cherished images that 
had spent a decade in his private chapel at the Vatican after 
following a circuitous route to get there, to the patriarch of 
Moscow on his behalf.

German Cardinal Walter Kasper, at the time the Vatican’s 
top ecumenical official, headed the group, which also included 
then-Cardinal Theodore McCarrick, who was at the height of 
his powers, and Andrew Riccardi, founder of the Community of 
Sant’Egidio, which has long been involved in ecumenical efforts. 

The icon is a late 17th, early 18th-century copy of the  

Pope Francis and Ecumenical
Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople 

meet privately at the Vatican Sept. 17. 
(Vatican Media/Catholic News Service)

Could the reunion between 
Catholics and Orthodox be 
closer than we thought?

By John L. Allen Jr. | Crux Now

Could the reunion between 
Catholics and Orthodox be 
closer than we thought?
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famous image of the Madonna of Kazan, the original of which 
was believed to have miracle-working powers. A Russian army 
that liberated Moscow in October 1612 from Polish invaders 
carried the icon before them, and it subsequently became one 
of the most important symbols of Russian national identity. 

The copy had surfaced in the United States in the 1960s, 
was purchased by the Blue Army, a Catholic group dedicated 
to the message of Fátima, and transferred to the pope in 1993.

Returning it was an obvious gesture of deference and rec-
onciliation from John Paul, and some observers at the time 
thought it would herald a watershed in relations between 
Rome and Moscow, perhaps moving the two closer to reunion.

Those expectations were soon dashed.
When reporters asked Archpriest Vsevolod Chaplin, then 

the spokesperson for the Moscow Patriarchate, if the return 
of the icon could be said to mark a new chapter in Orthodox-
Catholic ties, he was curt: “No.”

“First, we have to cure the pain of some of our believers 
who still see a lot of unfriendly examples of missionary work of 
some of the people of the Roman Catholic Church,” he said.

At the policy level, there are two main disputes between 
Moscow and Rome. 

First, the Orthodox accuse Catholics of proselytism in Russia, 
meaning targeting traditionally Orthodox believers for conver-
sion. It’s a charge Catholics deny, insisting that the handful of 
Russians who have become Catholic since the collapse of com-
munism have come from the ranks of the nonpracticing. 

Second, the Orthodox blame Catholics for tension in 
Ukraine between the Eastern-rite Greek Catholic Church 
and the Orthodox church. The Moscow Patriarchate regards 
Ukraine, where Prince Vladimir was baptized in 988, as part of 
its “canonical territory.”

At a deeper level, most analysts agree that the real issue be-
tween Orthodox and Catholics is fear: a general Russian fear 
of outsiders; a specific Russian fear of “the West,” symbolized 
ecclesiastically by Rome and politically by Washington; and a 
post-Soviet fear that the Orthodox Church won’t be able to 
compete with a big-money, highly organized Catholic mis-
sionary operation. 

This background is important to ponder in the context of 
Bartholomew’s recent statement about the inevitability of re-
union, which, it should be noted, came in the context of an 
exchange with several Orthodox leaders from Mt. Athos in 
Greece, the citadel of Greek Orthodoxy and traditionally one 
of the least receptive venues in the Orthodox world to ecu-
menical ventures.

Reportedly, some of the monks from Mt. Athos actually be-
gan to weep when Bartholomew talked about putting Humpty-
Dumpty back together again with the Catholics.

The truth of it is, Bartholomew is a cosmopolitan and ecu-
menically minded figure who’s already bosom buddies with 
Pope Francis, having taken part in a prayer service with the 
presidents of Israel and Palestine with him in the Vatican gar-
dens, and having traveled with Francis to both the Holy Land 
and to the Greek island of Lesbos, a major point of entry to 
Europe for migrants and refugees.

This year, Francis made the powerful gesture of giving frag-

ments of St. Peter’s bones to Bartholomew, who is considered 
the leader of the church founded by Peter’s brother, St. Andrew.

Reports suggest that Francis and Bartholomew have talked 
about staging some sort of “ecumenical synod” together in 
2025, to mark the 1,700th anniversary of the Council of Nicea 
and its famous creed, which both churches share. 

In the abstract, there’s little reason to think the soon-to-
be 83-year-old Francis, and the soon-to-be 80-year-old Bar-
tholomew, won’t make it to 2025 and do just that.

Bartholomew, however, despite being the traditional “first 
among equals” among Orthodox prelates, leads an extremely 
small flock — almost a “virtual church” — in Constantinople. 
The big dogs in the Orthodox world long have been the Rus-
sians and the Greeks, neither of whom generally shares Bar-
tholomew’s rosy assessment of the state of things with Rome.

Moreover, the Russians are even less inclined than normal 
right now to follow Bartholomew’s lead, given the mutual re-
criminations over his decision to recognize the autocephaly, 
or independence, of the Orthodox church in Ukraine, which 
Moscow insists is its own. 

Protodeacon Konstantin Markovich from Russia’s St. Pe-
tersburg Theological Academy even announced that Bar-
tholomew is, de facto, excommunicated.

All of this is by way of saying, beware premature declarations 
of East-West detente. There’s a long road yet to travel, which 
perhaps is fitting for a rupture that’s endured a thousand years, 
and the destination doesn’t run just through Constantinople, 
but Moscow, Athens, and other points beyond.    †

John L. Allen Jr. is the editor of Crux, specializing in coverage of the Vatican and 
the Catholic Church.

Sixteenth-century copy of the Our Lady of Kazan icon, Yelokhovo  
Cathedral, Moscow. (Wikimedia Commons)
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BOOK REVIEW

Of Such 
is the Kingdom 
A Practical Theology of Disability 

Reviewed By Father James K. Graham

Read and Study This Book
Every pastor, every Sunday School coordinator and teach-

er, every Parish Council member, every parent, every adult 
education coordinator—actually, pretty much everyone in 
the church—should read Of Such is the Kingdom. And not just 
read it, but study it.

This new book’s subtitle is “A Practical Theology of Disabil-
ity,” but it is really a practical theology of being God’s People, 
the Church. It presents an authentic orthodox vision of the lo-
cal church community as the place where all people created in 
the likeness of God come together to experience God in wor-
ship and fellowship, using all of their God-given gifts and abili-
ties: minds, bodies, sight, smell, voice, hearing, touch, emo-
tion, movement, taste, and so on. Summer Kinard writes, “The 
Church is an iconic community because we look like God when 
we love one another and humbly make room for all members 
of the Body in our worship, learning, service, and fellowship.”

The book covers many different kinds of disabilities, in-
cluding physical impairments (blindness, deafness, wheelchair 
using, crutch using, etc.) and invisible disabilities (autism, 
ADHD, learning disabilities, severe allergies, sensory pro-
cessing disorders, etc.). Kinard often combines spiritual and 
practical insights in memorable ways. For example, she writes, 
“The only person who ought to be shushed in an Orthodox 
Church is the devil when we breathe on him at the beginning 
of the service of Holy Baptism. . . . There is nothing more re-
pugnant to God than the ill-timed rebuke of children who are 
coming to Him. Do not do it.”

The author combines academic credentials (M. Div. and 
Th. M.) in patristic theology and catechesis with real-life ex-
perience as “an autistic mother raising autistic children in the 
Faith.” In writing Of Such is the Kingdom she consulted other 
people with disabilities, other parents, priests, teachers, and 
specialists. Their ideas and experiences, stories and sugges-
tions, appearing in virtually every chapter, make the book in-
teresting and easy to relate to. They also frame everyday situa-
tions from the point of view of people with disabilities.

If we don’t have disabilities or are not close to people with 
disabilities, we can easily overlook or even dismiss church-re-
lated things that interfere with disabled people’s participation 
in the life of the church.

This book made me think about the parish I serve, St Joseph 

in Lansing, Michigan. 
Like many church build-
ings, especially older 
ones in the Midwest and 
East, it has stairs—steep 
stairs!—everywhere: up 
to the church, down to 
the parish hall, outside 
and inside. Fortunately, 
years before I came as 
pastor, the parish in-
stalled an elevator, which 
helps people with physi-
cal disabilities.

We have aisles and 
spaces that allow people 
in wheelchairs and using 
walkers to move freely 
and to position them-
selves where they can see 
and participate. We have a 
quiet room with a window 

for seeing the liturgy and a speaker for hearing it. This room 
could also be a refuge for someone allergic to incense or for 
someone disturbed by all of the people and activity in the main 
part of the church. I take Holy Communion to a small number 
of people who cannot walk far enough or stand long enough to 
join the Communion line. The sound system helps those who 
have impaired hearing.

Considering all of this, my parish might congratulate ourselves, 
but Of Such is the Kingdom helps us to notice that our Church 
School rooms aren’t set up in a way that facilitates learning for 
everyone and that our coffee hour snacks and parish meals prob-
ably exclude people with certain kinds of food allergies.

The book suggests ways of discovering such parishioners and 
meeting their needs. And it goes further; it offers ideas for fully 
incorporating individuals and families with special needs into 
parish life, making it possible for them to host meetings and 
study groups, to participate in meals and programs, and to sing, 
pray, and serve like everyone else. In one of the most beauti-
ful stories in the book, the mother of a boy with severe dys-
lexia tells how his serving at the altar every week, even though 
he couldn’t read, taught him the words of the whole Divine 
Liturgy, “everything that was said by the priest, deacon, laity, 
choir—even the stuff that is only said quietly at the altar.”

In all of the stories, strategies, ideas, suggestions, and study 
questions, the author makes clear that everything has its foun-
dation in our Christian Faith. She writes, “The works of God 
are made manifest in us when we as a community imitate the 
Savior’s love and humility in making space, teaching so that 
everyone can learn, practicing prayers that all can pray, minis-
tering to one another, and welcoming one another into fellow-
ship as we welcome Christ.”

Of Such is the Kingdom: A Practical Theology of Disability by 
Summer Kinard is published by Ancient Faith Publishing in 
paperback, priced at $18.95. Visit store.ancientfaith.com for 
ordering information.       †

Father James K. Graham is Pastor of St Joseph parish, Lansing, MI. 
He has contributed extensively to SOPHIA.
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An invitation from 
Fr. Romanos Russo to 
join a Pilgrimage to 
Arberia, Sicily and Rome

As we begin our Lenten journey to Pascha we reflect 
that, in fact, our whole life is a pilgrimage: from the 
Earthly Paradise from which the first-created Adam 
and Eve were exiled in the first book of the Bible to 

the New Jerusalem in the last. For this reason the second cen-
tury Epistle to Diognetus says, (for Christians) every homeland 
is an exile and every place of exile – a homeland. And since the 
fourth century the faithful have made this dichotomy part of 
their Christian struggle in imitation of Empress Equal-to-the-
Apostles Saint Helen’s discovery of the sites associated with the 
earthly life of our Savior in the Holy Land. In the late Middle 
Ages the faithful went on pilgrimage to Saint James of Compos-
tela in Northern Spain, to the relics of Saint Thomas of Canter-
bury, memorialized in Chaucer Tales, to the Holy Land itself!

This spring, from May 15 through June 1, I will be making 
a pilgrimage of my own to Arberia, the Italo-Greek Albanian 
sites of Southern Italy and Sicily.

Here are the monasteries, cathedrals, churches, towns and 
villages founded by our Greek monks in the eleventh century 
and revived by Albanian refugees in the fifteenth century. After 
an overnight flight to Naples, we will cross the peninsula to 
Bari to venerate the myrrh-streaming relics of Saint Nicholas 
and attend an Orthodox liturgy at the saints’ tomb in the crypt. 
While in the capital of the Puglia region we shall enjoy some of 
the delicious home-made orichiette pasta for which the prov-
ince is renowned. We then recross the Apenines into Calabria 
where we make our headquarters in Cosenza. 

In this neighborhood we visit the icon of the Mother-of-God 
painted by Saint Luke and the glorious Codex Purpureus (a 
sumptuously illustrated Gospel Book written with ink of gold 
and silver on purple vellum) – both in the cathedral of Rossano. 
Time-permitting we will visit the tenth century Cattolica di 
Stilo and Santa Maria del Patire Churches as well as a stop-
over in the town of Aquaformosa with its stunning Byzantine 
church. That evening we serve Festal Vespers for the Feast 
of the Ascension in the Church of the Most Holy Savior in 
Cosenza – a community that took back its Greek heritage after 
three centuries of Latinization. 

The next day we will attend the Pontifical Liturgy in the Ca-
thedral Church of Lungro, hosted by Bishop Donato Oliverio, 
and then head for the nearby shrine church of Saints Cosmas 

and Damian with its shimmering mosaics and frescoes. Papas 
Giuseppe Barrale will be our host and promises a folkloric per-
formance. That Friday we leave for Sicily and stop to visit the 
Pantocrator of Cefalu`. After lunch we make the last leg of our 
journey to Palermo.

The next day we visit the Palatine Chapel with its coruscat-
ing mosaics and the Duomo. After this long day of travel we 
serve Vespers at the co-cathedral of Piana, the Church of the 
Martorana, hosted by Archimandrite Antonino, Papadhes Al-
berto Stassi and Luigi Lucini. On Sunday morning we’re off to 
the eparchial cathedral in Piana degli Albanesi to be received 
by our dear friend Bishop George Gallaro. Piana and its neigh-
bor Santa Cristina Gela vie for the honor of making the best 
cannoli in Sicily (which is to say, the word!). I think we should 
put these theories to the ultimate test. 

That evening we spend at a pilgrims hostel between Piana 
and Monreale. After breakfast we set out for the Cathedral of 
Monreale with its attached Benedictine cloister. You decide 
whether these mosaics are the equal or superior to the ones 
in Palermo.  Then we visit two typical Arbereshe towns: Mes-
sojuso (Papas Giorgio) and Contessa Entellina (Papas Kola and 
presvytera). Our last day in Palermo is free: you can arrange to 
visit the beach resort of Mondello or continue on pilgrimage to 
the shrine Santa Rosalia on Monte Pellegrino. 

Wednesday, May 27 we fly to Rome, check into our hotel by 
the Vatican museums, have a typical Roman pranzo hosted by 
Giulio Massa and then choose either to visit the Vatican Mu-
seums and St. Peter’s Basilica or stroll through the Borgo Pio 
to the Russian Bookstore with its many icons, crosses etc. By 
the way, we pass by the Porta Santâ Anna for those who wish to 
secure the certificate of the papal blessing.

On Thursday we descend to the catacombs under the church 
of San Clemente, then visit the Basilica of Santa Maria in 
Trastevere, one of the oldest churches in Rome, and the nearby 
Santa Prassede – both renowned by their glorious mosaics. 
Pranzo at the gastronomically famous Tonnarello.

Friday is a free day. Visit the Colosseum & Forum, shop on 
the Via del Corso or Via Condotti, visit Santa Maria sopra Mi-
nerva. Ad lib until a gala dinner at Hostaria da Memmo on via 
Soldati.

On Saturday we bus to Santa Maria in Cosmedin (the Mel-
kite Patriarchal basilica in Rome) with lunch at the famous 
Sora Lella. Afterwards we have a choice for Pentecost Vespers: 
we meet up at the Spanish Steps and pray at the Greek College, 
travel down to Santa Maria Maggiore for the Russicum across 
the street or choose the Ukrainian College.

Our last full day in Rome we spend at the Monastery of 
Grottaferrata less than an hour from our hotel. Festal Divine 
Liturgy followed by a porchetta luncheon at nearby Arricia.

Free evening with time for packing. Next morning, early rise 
and return flight.

I will be conducting this pilgrimage to Byzantine Italy South 
aided by my dear friend, professional chef and guide Alfredo 
de Bonis. If there is further interest, I am planning a Byzantine 
Italy North pilgrimage for 2021, ‘nsh’ Allah!

For all particulars contact Alfredo at alfredo@alfredotoursi-
taly.com, mention Fr. Romanos Arberia Pilgrimage.

May your pilgrimage to Pascha mirror your life’s journey to 
Paradise!          †
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When we last convened our Eden to Eden pil-
grimage through the Bible here in the pages of 
Sophia magazine, we concluded with a study 
of the religious circumstances in which the 

people of God found themselves in the post-Babylonian time 
period.   The situation was, to state it simply, not good.  Due 
to the lack of serious commitment to their relationship with 

God and their continued attraction to worldly wealth and sta-
tus, the people that returned from Babylon found themselves as 
“slaves” in their own home, suffering under foreign oppression, 
first from the Persians, then the Greeks and final the Romans 
(cf. Neh 9:36).  The situation is well summed up in the Lord’s 
words to the unfaithful priests of Israel to whom the Lord sent 
the Prophet Malachi, the last of the Old Testament Prophets. 

From Eden To Eden:
Our Journey Through The Bible

By fR HezekiAs CARnAzzo
Director of the Office of 

Evangelization and Catechesis

The Prophet Malachi 
& the Return of Elias
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A son honors his father, and a servant his master. 
If then I am a father, where is my honor? And if 
I am a master, where is my fear? says the LORD 
of hosts to you, O priests, who despise my name. 
You say, ‘How have we despised thy name?’ By 
offering polluted food upon my altar. And you 
say, ‘How have we polluted it?’ By thinking that 
the LORD’s table may be despised. When you 
offer blind animals in sacrifice, is that no evil? 
And when you offer those that are lame or sick, 
is that no evil? (Mal 1:6 – 8, Revised Standard 
Version, Catholic Edition)

You bring what has been taken by violence or is 
lame or sick, and this you bring as your offer-
ing! Shall I accept that from your hand? says the 
LORD. Cursed be the cheat who has a male in 
his flock, and vows it, and yet sacrifices to the 
Lord what is blemished; for I am a great King, 
says the LORD of hosts, and my name is feared 
among the nations. (Mal 1:13 – 14)

From the days of your fathers you have turned 
aside from my statutes and have not kept them. 
Return to me, and I will return to you, says the 
LORD of hosts. But you say, ‘How shall we re-
turn?’ Will man rob God? Yet you are robbing 
me. But you say, ‘How are we robbing thee?’ In 
your tithes and offerings. You are cursed with a 
curse, for you are robbing me; the whole nation 
of you. Bring the full tithes into the storehouse, 
that there may be food in my house; and there-
by put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts, 
if I will not open the windows of heaven for you 
and pour down for you an overflowing blessing. 
(Mal 3:7 – 10).

These words from the Prophet Malachi were not only a 
warning to God’s people during the post-Babylonian period 
but have stood as a warning to God’s people through the cen-
turies and remain vital to us today.  To understand the impor-
tance of this prophetic message, we must remember the Old 
Testament law of God regarding the tithing of the “first fruits.”  

Throughout the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy, Moses 
instructs the people to offer back to God a tithe (a tenth) of ev-
erything that a person receives.  If one is a farmer of wheat, the 
first ten percent of the wheat harvest was to be offered to the 
temple in sacrifice.  If a person raises sheep, the first-born lamb 
was to be brought in offering to the Lord.  This tenth or tithe of 
a person’s “first fruits” was meant to remind the people that ev-
erything that they had was a gift from the Lord.  Obviously, from 
the words of the Prophet Malachi, God’s people were fulfilling 
some “letter of the law” in that they were making their sacrificial 
offering as commanded. However, while fulfilling the obligation 
imposed upon them, their heart was not truly in it as they were 
offering not the “first fruits” but rather what was left over.  

How relevant the words of the Prophet Malachi are for us 

today! How often do we come to church only when there is 
“nothing better to do” on Sunday morning?  How often do we 
offer a few bucks that are left in our wallet when the donation 
basket is passed around? How often do we offer our talents to 
our church community only after our week’s work has been 
completed? The words of the Lord through the Prophet Mala-
chi ought to stand as a warning to all of us to remember that all 
things are from God and that we should offer, not only what is 
according to the “letter of the law,” but rather our whole life 
which has been given to us by the Lord. Many people still make 
it their pious practice to tithe ten percent of their income to the 
work of the Church as the “first fruits” of their labors. Let us 
take up the challenge of the Lord given through the words of 
the Prophet Malachi.

Bring the full tithes into the storehouse, that there 
may be food in my house; and thereby put me to 
the test, says the LORD of hosts, if I will not open 
the windows of heaven for you and pour down for 
you an overflowing blessing. (Mal 3:10).

While Malachi’s warning and condemnation of the half-
hearted response of God’s people to the Lord’s overflowing 
blessings in their life explains the situation that Israel finds 
itself in the 500 years between their return from Babylon to 
the coming of Christ, the Lord’s plan to bring his people to 
the fullness of salvation would not be thwarted.  In addition to 
his stern words of warning, Malachi also offers hope that the 
Lord will eventually bring about the purification needed and 
the restoration of the Davidic throne that the people desper-
ately desire.  

For behold, the day comes, burning like an oven, 
when all the arrogant and all evildoers will be 
stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up, 
says the LORD of hosts, so that it will leave them 
neither root nor branch. But for you who fear 
my name the sun of righteousness shall rise, with 
healing in its wings. You shall go forth leaping 
like calves from the stall. And you shall tread 
down the wicked, for they will be ashes under 
the soles of your feet, on the day when I act, says 
the LORD of hosts. Remember the law of my 
servant Moses, the statutes and ordinances that I 
commanded him at Horeb for all Israel. Behold, 
I will send you Elias the prophet before the great 
and terrible day of the LORD comes. And he 
will turn the hearts of fathers to their children 
and the hearts of children to their fathers, lest I 
come and smite the land with a curse. (Mal 4:1-6)

Biblically speaking, we are now in the “last days” before the 
coming of the Messiah in this our “pilgrimage” through salva-
tion history.  The last historical book of the Old Testament, 1 
Maccabees, relates the story of a final crisis which God’s people 
endured, a crisis which will help us understand the political and 
religious context into which Jesus was born.  Fellow pilgrims 
in this Eden to Eden Bible pilgrimage are encouraged to read 1 
Maccabees in its entirety, making special note of the ill-advised 
covenant which the Maccabee brothers made with the pagan 
Roman empire.        †
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 about the Letter to the Hebrews
By Abouna Yacoub

See how much you and yours know about your faith and traditions by completing this quiz. You can find the correct  
answers on the bottom of the opposite page. In this issue, Abouna Yacoub comes up with 20 questions about the  
Letter to the Hebrews.

1. In what season of the Church year do we read the 
Letter to the Hebrews? 
A. The Sundays after Pentecost. 
B. The Sundays after the Holy Cross. 
C. The Sundays of Great Lent.  
D. The Sundays after Pascha.

2. True or False?  Traditionally it has been said that  
St Paul wrote the Letter to the Hebrews, but 
modern scholarship has shown that he did not.  
A. True 
B. False

3. True or False? The purpose of the Letter to 
the Hebrews is to show that Jesus Christ is the 
fulfillment of God’s plan of salvation described in the 
Old Testament of the Bible. 
A. True 
B. False

4. In Chapter 11, the Letter to the Hebrews describes 
many things people accomplished by faith, including 
A. Conquering kingdoms 
B. Administering justice 
C. Shutting the mouths of lions 
D. All of the above

5. Which of these passages says that Jesus is the 
sacrifice that takes away humankind’s sins once  
for all? 
A. Hebrews 5:9 
B. Hebrews 7:27 
C. Hebrews 9:12 
D. Hebrews 9:26 
E. Hebrews 10:10 
F. Hebrews 10:12 
G. All of the above.

6. What is the “great cloud of witnesses” mentioned  
in Hebrews 12:1? 
A. The Apostles. 
B. The first Christians. 
C. The faithful people in the Old Testament. 
D. The martyrs.

7. True or False? It seems that Hebrews 5:3 was 
“borrowed” to use in the Prayer of Offering that 
comes shortly before the Nicene Creed in the 
Divine Liturgy. 
A. True 
B. False

TWENTY 
QUESTIONS
TWENTY 
QUESTIONS



8. The message of salvation (Hebrews 2:3)  
was “declared by angels and attested to us  
by ___________.”  
A. those who heard him 
B. the Prophets 
C. the Church 
D. the Bible

9. “The one who sanctifies and those who are sanctified 
all have one __________.”  (Hebrews 2:11) 
A. God 
B. goal 
C. Father 
D. intercessor

10. “The word of God is living and active, sharper than 
any ____________.”  (Hebrews 4:12) 
A. arrow 
B. two-edged sword 
C. battle axe 
D. well-honed blade

11. True or False?  One of the main themes of the 
Letter to the Hebrews is that Jesus is our high priest. 
A. True 
B. False

12. True or False? Because Jesus is Son of God and not 
subject to human weakness, He is unable to deal 
gently with the ignorant and wayward. (Hebrews 5:2) 
A. True 
B. False

13. “When God made a promise to Abraham, He swore 
by ________.”  (Hebrews 6:13) 
A. Jesus 
B. the Holy Spirit 
C. the world 
D. himself

14. According to Hebrews 7:2, the name “Melchizedek” 
means _______. 
A. King of Glory 
B. King of Righteousness 
C. King of Peace 
D. All of the above

15. Hebrews 11:1 says that “faith is the assurance of 
things ________.” 
A. hoped for 
B. not seen 
C. long desired 
D. known to all

16. According to Hebrews 12:10, why does God 
discipline us? 
A. Because we are evil. 
B. Because it pleases him. 
C. So that we may share his holiness. 
D. None of the above.

17. Hebrews 13:5 tells us, “Keep your lives free from the 
love of money, and _______________.” 
A. be content with what you have 
B. give freely to the poor 
C. seek to increase what you have 
D. be thankful

18. Hebrews 13:16 says, “Do not neglect to do good 
and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are 
___________ to God.” 
A. your duty 
B. pleasing 
C. owed 
D. your gift

19. True or False?  Hebrews 13:9 instructs us not to be 
“carried away by all kinds of strange teachings.” 
A. True 
B. False

20. According to Hebrews 13:2, how have some people 
entertained angels without knowing it? 
A. By having prayer meetings in their homes. 
B. By going to church regularly. 
C. By donating money to charity. 
D. By showing hospitality to strangers.
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1. C
2. A
3. A

4. D
5. G
6. C

7. A
8. A
9. C

10. B
11. A
12. B

13. D
14. B
15. A

16. C
17. A
18. B

19. A
20. D

ANSWERS
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The Faithful Process Home
St George  |  Sacramento, CA
By Eric Clark and Andrew Struck

It is not a good thing to hear or see the closing for good of the church doors. Yet the people of St George’s Church in Sacra-
mento have been given a renewed light. The doors of their church have indeed closed on one building but have been opened at 
another.

For 41 years the parishioners of St George’s Church have been blessed with steady growth. From a few founding families to 
Sundays that had overflow crowds filling all available seats in the church, with many more having to stand in the narthex and 
frequently more standing outside! Over the course of many years improvments were made to help keep the building standing, 
however for a very long time it was realized that a new church was needed. After much discussions and investigation of possible 
available properties, Fr Hezekias Carnazzo was able to complete the task of his predecessors and purchase a 4.5 acre site with an 
existing closed church. It would be only a matter of time before the old propetry would be sold and the move would commence.

It was finaly annouced that the final Divine Liturgy at the old property would be held on Dec. 8th of 2019. Sadness and joy 
were the mixed emotions of the parish but they knew the time was comming. As the Sundays leading up to the move came 
and went, many prayers of thanks were offered for all blessings that God had showered on the faithful over the years at the old 
church. 

At the conclusion of the Divine Liturgy on the last Sunday, it was time to close the Royal Doors for the last time and process 
to the new church. Father Hezekias began the move by solemnly extracting the relics of Saints Panteleimon and Agnes from 
the altar, placing them in a beautiful, specially crafted reliquary, then placed the reliquary along with the consecrated elements 
of the Holy Eucharist and the Holy Gospels on a bier, which was also specially crafted for their translation to the new church. 
A procession of men carried the bier out of the former Holy Place through the church, as it was enveloped in clouds of incense, 
out of the church to a waiting motorcade that was formed by all those who had attended the Liturgy.

The Lord blessed the people with fitting weather. The rains came down during Liturgy and through the prosession of the 
Holy Relics, then upon arrival at the new building the clouds parted and the sun shown forth bringing a symbolism of sorrow 
and joy. The relics were received to the ringing of two recently acquired bells and more clouds of incense. The bier with the 
precious items was processed into the new church to the front of the church where the iconostasis will be erected. The faithful 
followed, prayers were offered, and then all came forward to venerate the relics. 

The parishioners of St George’s in Sacramento are grateful to God for His innumerable blessings in the past and look for-
ward with hope to many years at this new church home.

St Demetrius  |  Cliffside Park, NJ
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VOCATIONS DAY
Sunday, Jan. 26, we had a single combined 

Liturgy at 10:30 a.m. celebrated by Fr. James 
Babcock on his 39th Priesthood Anniversary. 
During the service Fr. James shared with 
the congregation his journey on becoming 
a priest: at the beginning of his sermon, he 
explained his experience of when he came 
to our church.  Not only did he love the 
structure of our buildings, inside and out, he 
loved the way we all treated each other in the 
community, so after putting in some thought 
he considered becoming a priest. He said 
that his grades would determine if becom-
ing a priest was the right choice for him, and 
they did. After filling out a long application 
to the seminary, he got declined without rea-
son, so he reached out to them to understand 
why and was told that it wasn’t his fault, the 
seminary wasn’t accepting anyone at the 
time.  Ultimately, he was accepted into the 
seminary and served in other churches and 
eventually ended up back in St. Anne.

SAMYA group served the Liturgy by usher-
ing and reading of the epistle and the petitions.

The Liturgy was followed by the Semi-
narians Luncheon Fundraiser; which the 
proceeds from the luncheon will benefit the 
Melkite Seminarians.   It was a successful 
event that was enjoyed by all the attendees. 

St Anne Cathedral  |  North Hollywood, CA
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St Joseph  |  Lawrence, MA
St Joseph Melkite Church in Lawrence, MA held their Annual Christmas Concert on December14th. Featured were the Sunday 
School Children’s Choir, the Adult Choir, and several special guests.

Our Lady of Redemption Parish, on Christmas Eve 2019, 
where the birth of our Lord and Savior marked a new begin-
ning for Holy Redemption Parish. 

The main doors of the church were opened.  They were 
designed especially for the “100 YEAR JUBILEE” as a wit-
ness to the rebirth of our parish into the next 100 years.

During the liturgy there was  a procession of one hundred 
parishioners of all ages holding lit candles. They were fol-
lowed by Dolly Kalil holding a picture of our old church 
where she was baptized, married and her grandson Adam 
Kalil holding a picture of the new church where he was bap-
tized and married. Following them was Kameel Sabak hold-
ing the jubilee banner proclaiming “HAIL, O BRIDE AND 
MAIDEN EVER PURE!” Next came Deacon Rick Trabulsy 
holding the Icon of the Nativity.  Followed by Deacon David 
Herr holding the Gospel book and celbrant Archmandrite 
Michel Cheble, Pastor of Our Lady of Redemption Parish.

St Nicholas visited the Annual St Nicholas Brunch and distributed the traditional gold (chocolate) coins!

Grand Finale with all choirs 
at Annual Christmas Concert

Father Ziad blesses

the Church with the

holy water for the 

Feast of the Theophany

Our Lady Of Redemption
Warren, MI
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Holy Cross, Placentia, CA
By Father François Beyrouti

On Nov. 15, Our Lady’s Society held a wonderfully attended Salad 
Night and social in the Church hall. We had a special procession for 
the young girls on the Feast of the Presentation of the Mother of 
God into the Temple on Nov. 24.

On Saturday, Dec. 14 from 10:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m. we had a day 
retreat for the youth of the Melkite Catholic parishes of Holy 
Cross, Saint Anne, and Annunciation. David Paddison present-
ed sessions on the topics of the Incarnation and Theology of the 
Body and the day ended with confession.

On Sunday Dec. 8, the children from our Eastern Christian 
Formation (Sunday School) program had a St. Barbara Day cel-
ebration, on Sunday, Dec. 15 they held an activity to celebrate 
the feast of St. Nicholas, and on Sunday, Dec. 22 they presented 
a Christmas play to the community which was followed by a 
Christmas brunch.

On the Sundays from December 1-22 we held a Christmas 
Boutique and sold a variety of gifts and crafts made by parishio-
ners. On Saturday, Dec. 21 we distributed toys 
to needy children in the neighboring commu-
nity in collaboration with the Toys for Tots pro-
gram. On Dec. 31, our parish got together for a 
wonderful new year’s eve party.

On January 13-14, Father François Beyrouti, 
Jenni Minardi, and Carol Nasr attended a work-
shop led by Fr. James Mallon, author of Divine 
Renovation: Bringing Your Parish from Main-
tenance to Mission. This was organized the Ro-
man Catholic Diocese of Orange and held at 
Christ Cathedral.

These sessions discussed some troubling 
trends in parish statistics and also offered many prac-
tical suggestions for how Churches can involve their 
parishioners in the mission of the Church. Father 
James emphasized the role of a leadership team that 
focuses on conversion to Christ, conversion to the 
Church, and conversion to Christ’s people. He then 
discussed the importance of activating the charisms 
of each member of the parish in order for everyone 
to discern and make use of their active gifts for the 
service of the entire community..

Fr François Beyrouti is Pastor of Holy Cross parish in Placentia, CA. 
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SUSAN ELEK
President   
Our Lady of Redemption
586-939-0650
elek70@comcast.net

SYLVIE NAJDARIAN
Vice President
Annunciation Cathedral
339-364-1380
sylviefn@hotmail.com

COLETTE SABAK
Treasurer
Our Lady of Redemption
313-683-1085
coco999@gmail.com

To join or renew your membership in the National Association of Melkite Women, 
complete and mail this form with your dues check for $10.00 made payable to NAMW to:

COLETTE SABAK  .  17870 Maple Hill Drive  .  Northville, MI 48168

PLEASE PRINT:

NAME _________________________________________________________________________

ADDRESS ______________________________________________________________________

CITY, STATE, ZIP _________________________________________________________________

TELEPHONE _____________________EMAIL_________________________________________

PARISH _______________________________ Please circle one: NEW MEMBER RENEWAL

Remember to keep our need for vocations in your prayers. Be an advocate, 
encourage our youth to participate in your parish.
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by Susan Elek
namw president

Several years ago I attended a performance of 
the musical, “Herstory,” a story about the life 
of Mary, the Mother of God. One of the songs 
was “Strength for the Journey,” sung when 

Jesus was preparing for His last days on earth.  Many 
times in life, we need “strength for the journey.”

Our Melkite men who are contemplating becoming 
priests or deacons and those who are currently studying 
to become clergy need “strength for the journey” 
as well.  This journey is not easy, and they need our 
prayers and support.  This is the main purpose of the 
National Association of Melkite Women.

We are still collecting dues. Many parishes have 
already responded, but, sadly, we have not heard from 
many of you. We need representation from all of our 
parishes.  The journey to priesthood is costly, and 
NAMW tries to help with monthly stipends for our 
seminarians. Complete and mail your application now.

NAMW is represented by the Ointment Bearing 
Women.  On the Sunday of the Ointment Bearing 
Women, the second Sunday after Pascha, we ask 
each chapter/parish to have a fundraiser or a second 
collection for NAMW. This way we can continue to 
give “strength for the journey” to our future priests.

PRAYER FOR 
PRIESTLY VOCATIONS

O God, in your plan for our salvation, 
you provide shepherds for your people. 
Fill your Melkite Church with the spirit 
of courage and love. Raise up worthy 
ministers for your altars and ardent but 
gentle servants of the Gospel. For you 
are a good and loving God and to you 
we render glory to the Father and the 
Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen
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Sophia Magazine 
ARCHIMANDRITE JAMES BABCOCK
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714 600 3660

Sophiamelkite@gmail.com 

Sophia Press Publications 
SAIDEH DAGHER

617 323 9922 

WEBSITE 
melkite.org | webmaster@melkite.org 

National Association of Melkite Women (NAMW) 
SUSAN ELEK

586 939 0650 | elek70@comcast.net

 Clergy Conference Coordinator 
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570 343 6092 
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Vocation Director 
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Deacon Formation Director 
FR BRYAN McNEIL

978 314 1962 | Brymc56@comcast.net

Presbyteral Council 
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Archimandrites Philip Raczka, James Babcock, 
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Theophan Leonarczyk, Bryan McNeil
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