A Cloud of Witnesses

December, 2005


Today the Virgin bears Him Who is transcendent in Nature; to the Unapproachable, the earth offers a small cave; angels join in choir with shepherds in giving glory; with a star the Magi travel on their journey; for our sakes is born a young Child, He Who is God before all ages.
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The True Meaning of Christmas
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Christmas is certainly a popular celebration, even among many whose connection with Christianity is minimal or non-existent. Time & time again we hear lamented the blatant commercialism that so characterizes the season, but more to be lamented is that sentimentality that infects even the celebration of Christians who sincerely seek to keep this time as a celebration of the Nativity of the Christ Child. Thus we even find sincere Christians who do not participate in the Church’s worship on Christmas because it might interfere with the “family” character of the day. While a certain amount of sentimentality is natural for the feast, this cannot be allowed to blind us to the true depth, power & glory of this holy feast. For us Orthodox the fast prior to the Feast of the Nativity is a season of careful & thoughtful preparation; the celebrating we save for the feast & the season which follows. It is therefore entirely appropriate that we examine certain of the hymn which grace the pre-Nativity services & be nurtured by their profound insights. The following hymns are taken from the Orthros service of the morning of December 21st:

Now that Holy Wisdom that made all things comes forth, now the clouds of prophecy rise up & remove hence, as grace clears the sky & as a truth shines brilliantly, shadowy dark says now are ended, & opened is the gate of Eden; Adam, dance for joy; our God, the Fashioner, for us is fashioned now willingly.

Who is this Wisdom who is spoken of? In the Old Testament book of the Wisdom of Solomon we read as follows:

O God of my fathers & Lord of mercy, Who hast made all things with Thy Word & ordained man through Thy Wisdom, that he should have dominion over the creatures which Thou hast made & order the world according to equity & righteousness & execute judgment with an upright heart: Give me Wisdom, that sitteth by Thy throne; & reject me not from among Thy children: For I thy servant & son of Thine handmaid am a feeble person, & of a short time & too young for the understanding of judgment & laws. (Wisdom 9:1-5)
The New Testament the Wisdom of God is also treated. Thus we find in St. Paul’s 1st letter to the Corinthians 

However, we speak Wisdom among those who are perfect [those who are born again of water & the Spirit], yet not the wisdom of this world, nor of the princes of this world, who are coming to naught. But we speak the Wisdom of God in a mystery, even the hidden Wisdom which God ordained before the world for our glory—Wisdom which none of the princes of this world knew; for had they known it, they would not have crucified the Lord of Glory. (I Corinthians 2:6-8)
Thus, St. Paul affirms that Wisdom is the Lord of Glory whom the worldly authorities crucified. In the same letter St. Paul further identifies Him as “Christ, the Power of God & the Wisdom of God” (I Corinthians 1:24).

Divine Wisdom revealed Himself in the Old Testament to certain of the prophets but with other designations: to Daniel He is the Ancient of Days Who becomes the Son of Man (Daniel 7); to Ezekiel He is One with the likeness of a Man of fire & amber seated upon the divine throne upheld by the four living creatures, the angelic cherubim, Whom the prophet describes as the Glory of the Lord (Ezekiel 1:26-2:1 & 10:1-15); lastly, to Isaiah He is as the Glory of the Lord, or perhaps as St. Paul would have it: the Lord of Glory: 

And it came to pass in the year in which king Ozias died, that I saw the Lord sitting on a high & exalted throne, & the house was full of His glory. And seraphs stood round about Him: each one had six wings: & with two they covered their face, & with two they covered their feet, & with two they flew. And one cried to the other, & they said: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth is full of His glory. (Isaiah 6:1-3)
Finally, if there remain any doubt as to the identity of Him Who is the Wisdom, Power & Glory of God Who revealed Himself to the Old Testament prophets, St. John the Theologian, who in the prologue of his Gospel calls Him the Word & Son of the Father & who in the Book of Revelation calls Him by many names: the I AM, the Almighty, Alpha & Omega, First & the Last, the Living One, the Son of God, etc., tells us, after quoting a passage from the prophet Isaiah:

These things said Isaiah when he saw His glory & spoke of Him. (John 12:41)
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Given the often sentimental overtones which so surround the celebration of Christ’s nativity according to the flesh, it is interesting to examine the attitude of those same prophets when they met the Wisdom, Power & Glory of God. Ezekiel says, “I saw & fell upon my face” (Ezekiel 1:28). Daniel says of his vision, “”my spirit in my body trembled, & the visions in my head troubled me” (Daniel 7:15). In the case of Isaiah we even have the words which he uttered as he beheld the terrible vision:

Woe is me, for I am pricked to the heart; for being a man & having unclean lips, I dwell in the midst of a people having unclean lips; & I have seen with mine eyes the King, the Lord of hosts. (Isaiah 6:5)
St. John the Theologian’s response is very like that of the prophets of old, “When I saw him, I fell at His feet as though dead.” (Revelation 6:17)
Born into the grossness of flesh, the Word fulfills all the ancient visions & sayings of the Prophets; & at His birth, He lies in a manger of senseless beasts. This is His dread dispensation; this, His exceeding love & condescension; for which cause we chant: Behold, the King of Israel is come to us, even Christ.
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This same Wisdom, Power & Glory of God before Whom the Prophets of old fell down in fear & trembling & Who is the co-eternal & co-everlasting Son of the Father in His great love for those Whom He had created according to His own image & likeness deigns to assume the frailty of man’s flesh & to lie in a cold drafty cave. While never ceasing to be the One before Whom the fiery angels quake & cover their faces, He has here as His worshipers not mighty angels but lowly shepherds & foreigners. He Who ever sits in transcendent splendor upon the glorious throne of the cherubim now for love of us deigns to lie in an animals feeding trough as the prophet Isaiah foretold:

The ox knows his Owner, & the ass his Master’s crib; but Israel does not know Me. (Isaiah 1:3)
O, the incomprehensible love of God!

From the Father’s bosom art Thou in no wise parted, yet in Virgin’s arms Thou art carried as a mortal; & Thou hast called the Magi by a star out of Persia’s land; & they worshipped Thee as God the King, Who with the breath of Thy lips shalt slaughter the ungodly kings of the nations & shalt be the Shepherd of Thine own people.

About 1,550 years before the nativity of our Lord, God & Savior Jesus Christ according to the flesh, as Israel was about to enter & take possession of the Holy Land, God revealed to following prophecy to a non-Israelite prophet named Balaam:

And he took up his parable & said: "Balaam the son of Beor hath said, & the man whose eyes are open hath said, he hath said, who heard the words of God & knew the knowledge of the Most High, who saw the vision of the Almighty, falling into a trance, but having his eyes open: I shall see Him, but not now; I shall behold Him, but not nigh. There shall come a Star out of Jacob, & a Scepter shall rise out of Israel & shall smite the corners of Moab & destroy all the children of Sheth. And Edom shall be a possession; Seir also shall be a possession for his enemies, & Israel shall do valiantly. Out of Jacob shall come He that shall have dominion, & shall destroy him that remaineth of the city." (Numbers 24:15-19)
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Yet another hymn of December 21st likewise makes reference to the star of Bethlehem:

Now the dark foretellings of Balaam the diviner are fulfilled, for they that once gaped to Persian fables are lightened with the shining of a bright & uncommon star; with their gifts they clearly show that Christ, the Unwaning Sun, is God incarnate now in Bethlehem, & is a King & that He shall be put to death willingly.

What took place is Bethlehem 2,000 years ago was not some homely, tender moment but an event of cosmic significance. At the very moment of our Savior’s birth from His pure & ever-virgin Mother in a cave, in the womb of mother-earth, we are told by the Proto-Evangelium of James
 that, St. Joseph, the Betrothed of the Virgin Theotokos, & Salome, the midwife, could not enter the cave because of the blinding light which filled it. Brighter would have been that radiant light than the light of all the galaxies of the universe drawn together in one place. When dread angels stand in wonder & awe before the Savior’s incarnation, how can we frail mortals be unmoved. Let the profound insights brought before us by the Church’s hymns of preparation ring in our ears & our hearts as we prepare for the celebration. Yes, let us bedeck our trees, prepare our holiday fare & bask in the warmth of familiar carols; but let our merry-making be liberally laced with a sense of profound & holy fear, trembling & awe before the dread & fearful mystery of Wisdom’s incarnation & the beginning of our salvation.

News of the Parish Council
Much of the meeting on Sunday, 20, 2005, was devoted to the subject of finances, particularly the matter of the new assessment system for meeting our obligations to the Archdiocese & the parish budget for 2006.

ArchdiocesenAssessment: At the Archdiocese Convention in July in Dearborn it was decided that the present system of per baptized soul by abandoned & the a percentage of the parish operating budget would be the new means for meeting the Archdiocese budget. After some discussion it was agreed that for 2006 this would be 8%, in 2007, 9% & in 2008, 10%. Subsequently we received a notice from the archdiocese that this was to be for 2006 8% of all parish income, excepting only (a) building fund for church-temples, parish halls & rectories to be undertaken within the next year; (b) charitable donations, whether to archdiocese appeals such as Hurricane Katrina, or local; & (c) the 3 trays currently sent to the Archdiocese in November & on Sunday of Orthodoxy & Palm Sunday.  Subsequently the Kansas Deanery met with His Grace Bishop Basil to discuss the impact of such a program upon our parishes. He informed us that (a) the Metropolitan does not intend that implementation of this program should result in the closure of any of the parishes & (b) His eminence would be open to suggestions as to other means to meet the Archdiocese budget. His Grace, therefore asked that each of the deaneries of the Diocese of Wichita meet & deliberate 2 questions: (1) what additional funds should be exempted from assessment & (2) what other alternative systems might be employed to meet the Archdiocese budget. Accordingly the Kansas Deanery together with interested laymen met & submitted recommendations which His Grace will examine together with those submitted by the other deaneries & then forward his recommendations to the Archdiocese. The Parish Council noted that if we were to implement the new assessment according to the program of the Archdiocese it would mean that we would have to send approximately $6,000.00 which would be $110.00 per baptized soul. This, of course would be over & above pledges to our operating budget. Obviously this is totally unreasonable. Fr. Daniel, therefore suggested that we continue to request a per baptized soul assessment but increase it to $40.00, He would then write to the Metropolitan, explaining our circumstances & requesting a dispensation. The Council agreed to these proposals.

2006 Budget: A very bare-bones budget, was submitted & carefully discussed & will be made available to the general parish by our Annual Parish Meeting on Sunday, December 4th, 2005.

Pari Council Nominations: Those Parish Council members whose terms have expired are: Patrick Bell, Lois Johnson & Lawrence Gapter.

News of the Mission of St. Mary Magdalene, Manhattan
On Sun. 20 Nov., at 6:30 PM we served Vespers for the Feast of the Entry of the Theotokos into the Temple in Jerusalem. 

As usual, the service will be offered in the chapel of St. Mary Magdalene House, 913 Riley Lane. (For those of you who have not been there, the most convenient approach is to go south from Ft. Riley Blvd, across the railroad tracks, then make a left onto the unmarked street--which looks a bit like an alley or driveway--directly across from the marked Pottawatomie Ave.)
Our usual Saturday Divine Liturgies are at 9:30 AM. Our mother parish of All Saints, Salina offers the normative Sunday services--Vespers at 5:30 Saturday evening, Orthros at 8:30 AM, & Divine Liturgy at 9:30AM. (Visit orthodoxkansas.org for directions & to access full calendars for both All Saints & St. Mary Magdalene.)

The Royal Hours for Nativity will be served at 9:00 AM on Fri. 23 Dec. The Divine Liturgy for the Feast of the Nativity of Our Lord God & Savior Jesus Christ will be offered on the night of 24 Dec. The schedule is yet to be fixed with Fr. Philip Vreeland, whom we will again welcome to our altar for this joyous feast (the first Divine Liturgy served in St. Mary Magdalene House was a Nativity Liturgy with Fr. Philip as celebrant). Tentatively Orthros will begin at 10:30 PM. With Divine Liturgy to follow immediately thereafter.

On Sat. 14 Jan. 2006, following Divine Liturgy, the Mission's Annual Meeting will take place: have a say in the development of Holy Orthodoxy in Manhattan, become a member in good-standing of the mission (attend services & pledge financial support) & have your say & vote at the meeting.

Between now & Christmas we plan several workdays to beautify the narthex (a.k.a. entryway) & chapel. If you are willing to help, e-mail Subdeacon David, & we will try to schedule them for everyone's convenience.

Axios! to Fr. Elia Larson, the seminarian supported by St. Mary Magdalene, All Saints & 2 other Kansas parishes, is now one of the newest, if not the newest, priest of the OCA's Russian Orthodox Diocese of Alaska.

And finally, in news from the St. Mary Magdalene family, if not strictly Orthodox news, Brian McCallum, Fr. Philip's son-in-law & a founding member of St. Mary Magdalene, now chair of the Art Department at Garden City Community College, had a Holiday Open House, a showing & sale of his pottery, on Fri., 25 Nov. & on Sat. 26 Nov., by appointment, at 3217 Highland Circle, Manhattan. 

Wishing you all a good fast,

I remain, yours in Christ,

the humble Subdeacon David

News of the Parish
Sun., Dec. 4th: Annual General Parish Meeting with elections to the Parish Council.

Wed., Dec. 15th: The Feast of the Sacred-Martyr Eleftherius of Illyricum & 1st Anniversary of the Enthronement of His Grace Basil as first Bishop of Wichita & Mid-America & the establishment of the Diocese of Wichita & Mid-America

Sat., Dec. 17th: The eve of Fr. Daniel’s Name’s Day will be marked by a special dinner. Come one! Come all!
Sat., Dec. 24th, Christmas Eve:  Vesperal Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, 9:00am;       

Great Vespers, 4:00pm;            
Festal Orthros, 10:30pm

Sun., Dec. 25th, Christmas Day:  Midnight Festal Divine Liturgy of St. Basil the Great
Sun., Jan. 1st: Name’s Day of His Grace Bishop Basil (Please remember that all contributions toward the Bishop Basil Mission Endowment Fund must be received well before this date.).
Thurs., Jan. 5th, Vigil of Theophany: Vesperal Divine Liturgy of St. Basil the Great (ff. by the Great Sanctification of Waters), 6:00pm   

Fri., Jan. 6th, Feast of Lights (commemorating the Baptism of Christ), Holy Theophany: Orthros, 8:00am; Divine Liturgy (ff. by the Great Sanctification of Waters), 9:00am

Prayer Requests: 
· Our shut-ins. Sophia Osborn, Catherine Stavropoulos & Richard (James) & Rikki (Joseph-Mary) Hale.
· Our seminarians: 

1. Fr. Elia (to be priested, Sun., Nov. 13) & his family, 

2. Reader Paul Sidebottom, instructor at St. Herman's Seminary, Kodiak, Alaska

3. Fr. Deacon Christopher & Anastasia Morris (Gabriella Marie, infant daughter of Fr. Christopher & Anastasia to be baptized at St. Tikhon Seminary Chapel on Sat., Dec. 10th. Congratulations may be sent to: 98 Washington St., Carbondale, PA 18407,  e-mail: frchristophr@yahoo.com)

· Mrs. Lucille Hatfield (Fr. Chad's mother), is undergoing chemotherapy doe non-Hodgkin's lymphoma.

· Kh. Lilija (Veronica) Vreeland, wife of Fr. Philip Vreeland, preparing for cancer surgery.

· Cindy, Foster, daughter of Eleanor Smith, suffering from a non-cancerous brain tumor.

· For the repose of the soul of Morris Burwell, father of Johna Walker, who reposed on Mon., July 18th.

· For the repose of the soul of Najla Mufarrij, mother of His Grace Alexander, Bishop of Ottowa, Eastern Canada & Up-State New York. She fell asleep in the Lord on Tues., July 19th, in Lebanon.
· For the repose of the soul of Fr. Elias Meena, pastor of St. Luke, Solon, OH, who fell asleep in the Lord on Mon., July 26th.

· For the repose of the soul of Margaret Yetter, step-mother of Sub-deacon David Yetter, who reposed on Tues, Sept. 27th.

· For the repose of the soul of Janet Johnson, sister of Johna Walker, who reposed on Sat., Oct. 22nd.

Vestments for our Seminarian: Fr. Dn. Elia Larson was ordained to the holy priesthood on Sun., Nov. 13. Together with our sister parish (St. Mary, Wichita, Ss. Peter & Paul, Topeka, & St. Mary Magdalene, Manhattan) we are are contributing $185.00 toward the purchase of a set of white vestments for him. Make you check to All Saints but note that it is for Priest’s Vestment.

Church Calendars: they are available for purchase in the Church Hall.
Christmas Flowers: there is a sign-up sheet in the hall for donations toward flowers to beautify our church-temple for the Christmas Eve Midnight Divine Liturgy.

Food for Hungry People: At this time annually we collect dry & canned food stuffs to be given to local relief agencies for distribution to needy families & individuals. A box in available in the narthex.

Bishop Basil Mission Endowment Fund: Cards are available in the hall. Please make your check payable to All Saints but note on it that it is for the Mission Endowment.
Parish Wish-List: 
· Donors toward the altar-wine ($12.00 each). Your response to this appeal would be very much appreciated!

· A sound-system for the Temple.
God Grant You Many, Many Blessed Years!

Names' Days
Rikki Hale (Righteous Joseph, Betrothed, Sun. after Christmas), Brad Johnson, Nicholas Yetter, Nik Stavropoulos & Nick Karabinas (Father among the Saints Nicholas of Myra, Dec, 6th), Carol Pantle (Holy Angelina, Queen of Serbia, Dec. 10th), Khouriya Lukie Neustrom (Holy Virgin-Martyr Lucia of Cyprus, Dec. 13th), Fr. Daniel Griffith (Holy Prophet Daniel, Dec. 17th),Craig Stwery (Proto-Martyr Stephen the Deacon, Dec. 27th) & Melanie Stavropoulos (Venerable Mother Melania the Younger of Palestine, Dec. 31st).

Birthdays

Carol Pantle & Brittany & Larry Gapter (Dec.1st), Alexis Karabinas (Dec. 4th), Heather Russin (Dec. 5th), Elizabeth Lindgren (Dec. 8th), Fr. Chad Hatfierld (Dec. 15th) Ernst Hinzt (Dec. 16th) Sophia Osborn (Dec. 18th), Kjerstyn Lindgren (Dec. 20th) Demetri Karabinas (Dec. 21st), Kara Elizabeth Reith (Dec. 23rd), Roman Mai (Dec. 24th) & Vasily Andreev & Christian Yetter (Dec. 25th).
Wedding Anniversaries

Loys & Mary Ellen Guest (Dec. 22nd).

May God grant one & all a Blessed Christmas 

& a spiritually up-lifting New Year






� A early Christian writing generally held to have been written around 150 AD but containing traditions & lore preserved in the church from the days of the apostles. Herein we find another very detailed account of the birth of the Savior.





