Rector’s Letter for April, 2010

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ:

What good is there in suffering? As I write, we are beginning Holy
Week, or Passion Week, when we participate in the mystery of our
Lord Jesus Christ’s going voluntarily to suffer abuse and scorn,
crucifixion and death, all for our sake. “Passion” here means
suffering — both in the sense of undergoing harm and of being
subject to some action. We naturally avoid both forms of suffering
in our own lives: our whole medical system is driven by reducing
pain, while we hate to suffer injustice, indignity or even
inconvenience at the hands of others. But our Lord has transformed
what he suffered by accepting it voluntarily; as he tells Pilate the
Governor, “Do you think that I cannot now pray to my Father, and
he will provide more than twelve legions of angels?” (Matt. 26:53)
That is the mystery at the heart of our salvation: that the one who
hung earth in the heavens allows himself to be hung upon the Cross,
that the Giver of Life suffers death. And the wonder is that by freely
suffering these things, our Lord Jesus Christ rises victorious over
them — not just for himself, but for all those who trust in him. That
is why we rejoice in the Resurrection: not merely that “Christ is
risen from the dead,” but that he rises “trampling down death by
death, and upon those in the tombs bestowing life!”

This month, we have two meditations on the good to be found
in suffering. These two stories, 1,600 years apart, have much in
common. Both involve men of faith named George who suffer for
their faith. They are imprisoned as young men not for a crime but
because the power of their age concluded that faith in Christ was a
threat to their power. And so both suffered at the hands of their
enemies, who tried to force them to accept a lie, to worship idols

and deny Christ.

Perhaps some aspects of the Life of St. George the Great Martyr
may seem far removed from us. The fearsome methods of the
Romanian Communists should seem much closer. In both cases, the
“twelve legions of angels” do not arrive to rescue the sufferer from
death. Yet in both cases, Christ and his champion wins the victory.
Just years after the persecution of St. George, St. Constantine
opened the empire to Christianity. The Church in Romania suffered
horrifically at the hands of the Communists, but now it rebuilds,
following the witness of St. George and Fr. George.

What good then is suffering to us? The message of these stories
is not that we should pretend that suffering is itself good. The
suffering was inflicted by cruel people in an attempt to stamp out
the light of Christ. That they failed does not make their action
innocent. But the Passion of our Savior and the suffering of the
victorious martyrs reveals the power of God in weakness. Even the
Communists, with all their psychological techniques to break both
body and mind, could not prevent the mercy of God from
strengthening Fr. George and his fellow prisoners at night. If God
gave them hope, how could God ever be far from us in our
suffering?

The truth is that all of us do suffer at some point in our lives.
The Gospel and the lives of the martyrs testify that this world is a
broken place, full of suffering. The Good News of Jesus Christ is
that there is no suffering where he cannot find us, and no power that
can prevent him from giving us life. Death, “the last enemy;” has
already been transformed into a pathway to everlasting life. In that
knowledge, we can accept our suffering as a way of “taking up our
cross and following Christ” (see Mark 8:34). He won’t leave us
behind.

Christ is risen! Indeed, he is risen!

Yours in Christ,
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Around the Parish

By the time you receive this newsletter, Great Lent will be over and
Holy Week will have begun. Please remember that there is no
fasting at all during Bright Week, the week after Pascha. Also, as we
celebrate the Lord’s rising from the dead, we ourselves rise to pray

standing up until Kneeling Vespers on Pentecost.

Thank you to everyone who contributed to our annual Pasha
baslet gl s b neghborhood dildren in need.Thanks go
especially to our coordinator, Donna Leonowich. What a

wonderful way to express the joy of the Resurrection!

" ank you to everyone wio has ontributed b the keauty of ou
church: the choir, which has put in many hours under the direction
of MaryAnn Sporcic, the altar servers under the guidance of
Subdeacon John Barone, all those who provided hospitality at our
suppers after the Presanctified Liturgies, everyone who participated
in the parish clean-up day, and everyone who has quietly put in the

effort where it was necessary. May God bless you!

We customarily bless geves @ SS. Bter & Paul Cemetery an S.
" omas 8nday, April 11.After the Liturgy, we will make our way
to the cemetery for the service, and we ae wecoming dl those
who have ravelled for the Hessing  join us br a nchem at
the church afterward. If you are willing to provide a dish for this
event, please speak to Margaret Zahariadis. In case of rain, the grave
blessing and meal will be held on the following Sunday, April 18.

Theodora Datzko has donated several Pysanky eggs panted Ly
Nadine Wbod, to be ld for $25 b benett our Charity Fund.

We have been offering“" e Light of Christ: Sants and Icons of
SS. Bter & Paul Orthodox Church” on Saturday afternoons at
3:15 PM for about an hour. Many have gathered to look carefully at
the icons and learn more about the saints and feasts depicted on the
walls and ceiling of our church. We ae teing a Ipeek for Lazarus
Sadurday and Holy Week, and wil resume & er Pagha for the
last tvo sessions, April 10 & 17 On Bright Saturday following
Pascha, April 10, we will take in the icons and holy things in the
sanctuary. On April 17, we will conclude by examining the unique
icons of the lives of SS. Peter and Paul in the choir loft. No prior
knowledge is necessary, and non-Orthodox Christians are very

welcome.

Our parish was founded in October of 1911, which means that we
will celebrate our hundredth aniversay a Oct. 8-9, 2011H:is
Grace, Bishop Nikon will preside, His Grace, Bishop Melchisedek
(our former Father Tom Pleska) has promised to attend, as well as
other old friends. The parish council has set up an anniversary
committee to plan this wonderful occasion, but we welcome and
encourage participation from the parish in general. If you would
like © oluntee to rve m the aniversay ommittee,please

speak to John Stoidis as soon as possible.

We need a new dhairperson and fresh wluntees © run any tag
sdes this stnmer. We had a great effort last year, but if you want

the tag sales to continue, please speak to John Stoidis soon.

Looking a little further ahead, please be sure to join us to welcome
His Gace, Bshop Mdchisedé&k — brmerly ou pasor

F." omas Feska — wib wil be vsiting Séurday and Sunday,
May 15-16 Wk are holding a dinner after the Liturgy on Sunday,

and tickets are available.

" en on Saurday and Sunday, ine 12—-13, & welcome ou
Bishop Nikon for his aanual visitation. He was to be with us for
Meatfare Sunday, but had to postpone due to illness.



The Cloud of Witnesses
or

“Who is that on the wall?”

St. George the
Great-Martyr,
Victory-Bearer, and

Wonderworker

commemorated on

April 23

This month continues the series on the lives of the Saints who are
represented in the iconography of our church. The Apostle Paul
describes this glorious company as “so great a cloud of witnesses”
(Hebrews 12:1), who are cheering us on to complete the race set before
us. But for many of us, the cloud is a little too foggy, and we are left
wondering, “Who is that on the wall?” Each month, we hope to
answer that question with a brief account of one or more of the icons we
encounter when we enter the church.

This month, we consider the Life of the St. George the Marytr. His
icon is found mid-way up the south side of the church, on the right as

we face the altar. He stands with other warrior saints. He is depicted as
a youth bearing spear and sword, with a shield over his shoulder. Note
that, in our church, St. George is not shown riding a horse and fighting
a dragon, but rather is standing upright beside other saints.

The Holy Great Martyr George the Victory-Bearer, was a native
of Cappadocia (a district in Asia Minor), and he grew up in a deeply
believing Christian family. His father was martyred for Christ when
George was still a child. His mother, owning lands in Palestine,
moved there with her son and raised him in strict piety.

When he became a man, St. George entered into the service of
the Roman army. He was valiant in battle, and he came to the notice
of the emperor Diocletian (284-305) and joined the imperial guard
as an officer.

The pagan emperor, who did much for the restoration of
Roman might, was clearly concerned with the danger presented to
pagan civilization by the triumph of the Crucified Savior, and
intensified his persecution against the Christians in the final years of
his reign. Following the advice of the Senate at Nicomedia,
Diocletian gave all his governors full freedom in their court
proceedings against Christians, and he promised them his full
support.

St. George, when he heard the decision of the emperor,
distributed all his wealth to the poor, freed his servants, and then
appeared in the Senate. The brave soldier of Christ spoke out openly
against the emperor's designs. He confessed himself a Christian, and
appealed to all to acknowledge Christ: “I am a servant of Christ, my
God, and trusting in Him, I have come among you voluntarily, to
bear witness concerning the Truth.”

Stunned by the bold speech of the valiant warrior, the emperor,
who had loved and promoted George, attempted to persuade him
not to throw away his honors, but rather to offer sacrifice to the
gods as was the Roman custom. The confessor replied, “Nothing in

this inconstant life can weaken my resolve to serve God.”



Then by order of the enraged emperor the armed guards began
to push St. George out of the assembly hall with their spears, and
they then led him off to prison. In prison they put the martyr's feet
in stocks and placed a heavy stone on his chest. The next day at the
interrogation, powerless but firm of spirit, St. George again
answered the emperor, “You will grow tired of tormenting me
sooner than I will tire of being tormented by you.” Then Diocletian
gave orders to subject St. George to some very intense tortures. At
first the sufferer loudly cried out to the Lord, but soon he quieted
down, and did not utter even a single groan. Diocletian decided
that the tortured one was already dead, and he went to a pagan
temple to offer thanks.

At this very moment it got dark, thunder boomed, and a voice
was heard: “Fear not, George, for I am with you” Then a wondrous
light shone, and an angel of the Lord appeared in the form of a
radiant youth. He placed his hand upon the martyr, saying to him,
“Rejoice!” St. George stood up healed.

When the soldiers led him to the pagan temple where the
emperor was, the emperor could not believe his own eyes and he
thought he saw before him some other man or even a ghost. In
confusion and in terror the pagans looked St. George over carefully,
and they became convinced a miracle had occurred. Many then
came to believe in the Life-giving God of the Christians.

Two illustrious officials, Saints Anatolius and Protoleon, who
were secretly Christians, openly confessed Christ. Immediately,
without a trial, they were beheaded with the sword by order of the
emperor. Also present in the pagan temple was Empress Alexandra,
the wife of Diocletian, and she also knew the truth. She was on the
point of glorifying Christ, but one of the servants of the emperor
took her and led her off to the palace.

The emperor became even more furious. He gave him over to
fresh torments, but the brave sufferer, strengthened by the power of

God, remained unyielding.

When the emperor asked what sort of power was helping him,
St. George said, “Do not imagine that it is any human learning
which keeps me from being harmed by these torments. I am saved
only by calling upon Christ and His Power. whoever believes in
Him has no regard for tortures and is able to do the things that
Christ did” (see John 14:12).

The people, weighed down with their infirmities, began to visit
the prison and they there received healing and help from the saint.
The exploits and the miracles of the Great Martyr George had
increased the number of the Christians, therefore Diocletian made a
final attempt to compel the saint to offer sacrifice to the idols. They
set up a court at the pagan temple of Apollo. On the final night the
holy martyr prayed fervently, and as he slept, he saw the Lord, who
raised him up with his hand, and embraced him. The Savior placed
a crown on St. George’s head and said, “Fear not, but have courage,
and you will soon come to me and receive what has been prepared

for you.”

\

In the morning, the emperor offered to make St. George his co
administrator, second only to himself. The holy martyr with a
feigned willingness answered, “Caesar, you should have shown me
this mercy from the very beginning, instead of torturing me. Let us
go now to the temple and see the gods you worship.”

Diocletian believed the martyr was accepting his offer, and he
followed him to the pagan temple with his retinue and all the
people. Everyone was certain St. George would offer sacrifice to the
gods. The saint went up to the idol, made the Sign of the Cross and
commanded that the demon inhabiting it be cast out. At his word,
all the idols fell to the ground and shattered.

There was general confusion. In a frenzy, pagan priests and
many of the crowd seized the holy martyr, tied him up, and began to
beat him. They also called for his immediate execution.

The holy empress Alexandra tried to reach him. Pushing her
way through the crowd, she cried out, “O God of George, help me,



for You alone are All-Powerful.” At the feet of the Great Martyr the
holy empress confessed Christ, who had humiliated the idols and
those who worshipped them.

Diocletian immediately pronounced the death sentence on the
Great Martyr George and the holy Empress Alexandra, who
followed St. George to execution without resisting. Along the way
she felt faint and slumped against a wall. There she surrendered her
soul to God.

St. George gave thanks to God and prayed he would also end
his life in a worthy manner. At the place of execution the saint

prayed that the Lord would forgive the torturers who acted in

ignorance, and that He would lead them to the knowledge of Truth.

Calmly, the holy Great Martyr George bent his neck beneath the
sword, receiving the crown of martyrdom on April 23, 303.

St. George is known as Victory Bearer, not only for his military
achievements, but for successfully enduring martyrdom. As we
know, the martyrs are commemorated in the dismissal at the end of
Church services as “the holy, right victorious martyr....”

St. George was the patron saint and protector of several of the
great builders of the Russian state. St. Vladimir’s son, Yaroslav the
Wise (in Holy Baptism, George), advanced the veneration of the
saint in the Russian Church. He built the city of Yuriev [i.c., “of
Yurii,” the diminutive of “George.”], he founded the Yuriev
monastery at Novgorod, and he built a church of St. George the
Victory Bearer at Kiev.

The day of the consecration of St. George’s Church in Kiev,
November 26, 1051 by St. Hilarion, Metropolitan of Kiev and All
Rus, has entered into the liturgical treasury of the Church asa
special feast day. Yuriev Day is beloved by the Russian people as an

"autumn Feast of St. George."

Testimony of Fr. George Calciu of Romania

Excerpts from “The Orthodox Word” Platina, CA, 1998. Provided by
Mihaela Alecsandru.

Between 1944 and 1945, communism took over the Christian country
of Romania. An experiment of terror was performed on the young
generation, on students from the age of eighteen to twenty five. Among
those students was a man who ... [suffered] sixteen years in the anti-
human communist prison system. His name is Father George Calciu.
After his release from prison, he was exiled to America in 1984. Below
Jfollows part of an interview by Nun Nina (in 1998).

Nun Nina This may be more difficult for you to talk about — I
know a little bit about what happened there and the whole
experiment of re-education that took place. Can you tell us about

what happened?

F. Geage: Communism wanted to make a gap between the
generations. The most dangerous category for them was the
students, the young people. We had inherited a Christian education,
family values, and basic Christian principles. ... Romania was not a
primitive country. We were connected to European culture.

We believed in Christian values. Therefore, they wanted to do
this special experiment with the young people, to create a gap
between the children and the older generation, to make this
generation of students a communist one. They wanted to build a
new world — a communist world; a new man — the communist
man and so on. So they arrested the young people — the
students — and put them in a special prison for this very
experiment.

They took very distinct steps. The first was to destroy the
personality of the youth. For example, the guards would come
together ... in a cell where there were perhaps twenty young students

and try to intimidate them. They would beat them without mercy.



They could even kill somebody ... the one who opposed them the
most; the most important one. Generally he was a leader. They
would beat him and even kill him. Thus, the terror began.

After that, they began to “unmask.” They wanted to force you to
say: “I lied when I'said, ‘I believe in God. I lied when I said, T love
my mother and my father.’ I lied when I said, ‘T love my country.” So
everyone was to deny every principle, every feeling he had. That is
what it means to be “unmasked.” It was done in order to prove that
we were the products of the bourgeois, and the bourgeois are the
liars. We lie when we say we are virgin, we are Christian, and when
we try and preserve our bodies for marriage. ... Everything had to be
done to destroy out souls! This is the second step.

After this came a declaration against everybody who was in
touch with us, everybody who believed as we believed. I was to
make a declaration against everybody who knew about my
organization or my actions, to denounce everybody—even father,
mother, sister. We were to sever completely any Christian
connection and [with] moral people.

The final step was to affirm that we had given up all the
principles of our faith and any connection we had with it. With this
we began to be “the new man,” “the communist man,” ready to
torture, to embrace communism, to denounce everybody, ready to
give information, and ready to blaspheme against God. This is the
most difficult part, for under terror and torture one can say, “Yes,
yes, yes.” But now, to have to act? It was very difficult. It was during

this third part that many of us tried to kill ourselves.
Nun Nina This is when you tried to commit suicide?

Father Gearge: Yes, this was the most difficult part. Thus was a new
category of man built by communism. And we were forced to go
with some of our former torturers into another cell and start doing
the same thing. It was very difhcult. It was a very devilish directive.
At this time we could not understand the mystical implications

of this action. We are political prisoners and the communists

wanted to learn everything about us—about our friends, our
families—because the majority of the people were against them.
They wanted to strike terror in them and in the country.

Only later did we understand that there were mystical
implications. All these people were just instruments of the devil.
After the actions had stopped, some of us understood. But, we were
too involved with the political fight before we were in prison. Even
if T and others protested against the introduction of materialism
into the schools and the forbidding of the students to go to Church,
I think the majority of our effort was being involved in the political
fight. However, little by little, under the terror, the torture, and
suffering, we understood that this political implication was just the
surface. In fact, it was a fight between good and evil; between God
and the devil.

When we understood that, we started praying even more than
before. God sent us illumination. We understood it and we were
aware of the nature of this fight. We understood that it was not [a
name| who was our enemy—it was the devil. He tried to destroy our
soul. ... The problem for us was the moral problem. To deny Faith,
to deny everything, to say that all my life was only lies. To deny
every Truth, the real Truth you believed before. To say now that it
was not true, it was a lie. This was a problem for many, for we can
pass through the tortures—or we can die. But, to survive, and to
deny everything you believed in before, everything that was the
cornerstone of your soul. This was our difficulty.

When you were tortured, after one or two hours of suffering,
the pain would not be strong, but after denying God and knowing
yourself to be a blasphemer—that was the pain that lasted. Spiritual
pain is more difficult to bear than bodily pain.

Nun Nina: Where there moments when you thought you were

going to lose your mind or go insane?

Father Geage: Yes.



Nun Nina: What did you do? How did you even pray during those
moments?

Father Geage: One cannot pray during those moments. But
during the night, when everyone goes to bed, you gain your strength
and find your repentance. You pray for this. It is not complicated.
You say, “God forgive me!” It is enough for your soul to regain its
strength and resist one more day... and one day more... and one day
more. Not to die. Not to go crazy. Many of us went mad. But just to
say, “Forgive me, God.” You knew very well that the next day you
would again say something against God. But a few moments in the
night, when you started to cry and to pray to God to forgive you
and help you was very good.

Many times we were quite angry with God—if you exist why
did you allow this? But there was one moment when the mercy of
God would come upon you and you could say, “God forgive me;
God help me.” It was enough to help you. For another day, another
day, another day.

We were freed and we were very happy to be free, but we had a
kind of nostalgia about the prison. And we could not explain it to
others. They said we were crazy. How could you miss prison?
Because in prison, we had the most spiritual life. We reached levels
that we are not about to reach in this world. Isolated, anchored in
Jesus Christ, we had joys and illuminations that this world cannot
offer us. There are not words to express exactly the feeling we had
there. Many times we were not happy at all, but there were moments
of happiness there. When I took care of Constantine Oprisan in the
cell, I was very happy. I was very happy because I felt his spirituality
penetrating my soul. I learned from him to be good, to forgive, not
to curse the torturer, not to consider anything of this world to be a
treasure for you. Can you imagine—we were in a cell without
windows, without air, humid, filthy—yet we had moments of

happiness that we never reached in freedom.

Hymns of St. George

the Great Martyr

Troparion — Tone 4
You were bound for good deeds, O George, Martyr of Christ;

by faith you conquered the torturer’s godlessness.
You were offered as a sacrifice pleasing to God;
thus you received the crown of victory.

Through your intercessions, forgiveness of sins is granted to all.

Kontakion — Tone 4

God raised you as his own gardener, O George,

for you have gathered for yourself the sheaves of virtue.
Having sown in tears, you now reap with joy;

you shed your blood in combat and won Christ as your crown.

Through your intercessions, forgiveness of sins is granted to all.



