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Don’t Panic – It’s Just the
Mother of God
Fr. Stephen Freeman

The %irst time I offered prayers to Mary I had a panic attack – literally. I was in college and my
best friend had become Roman
Catholic. We argued a bit, and he won
(mostly). It resulted in my return to
Anglicanism, to the “high” side. So, like
a good high churchman, I got a rosary
and a book, and started my prayers.
Then came the panic attack.
Many Protestants are viscerally opposed to Catholicism. It’s in their heart
and bones. I had no idea at the time
that my bones (and heart) were as
%irmly orange as they seemed to be (let
the Irish explain). My experience
showed me otherwise. But, theology
wins. I spent the next nine months
reading about Marian devotion and
early Christian practice. After that long
“cooling-off” period, I picked up my
rosary and gave it another try. No panic. I’ve never looked
back.
Western devotions to Mary have forms that differ from
Orthodox practices, and I’m not at all sure that the Western, Catholic understanding is the same (I’ll admit that I
don’t know). My Anglican use of the rosary and devotion
to Mary, which largely followed Catholic practice, certainDecember 2018
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ly made my conversion to Orthodoxy ever so much easier.
Indeed, her presence in the text of an Orthodox service
far exceeds anything you’ll ever see in Rome.
The Orthodox veneration of the Mother of God is grounded in its understanding of salvation. As such, the veneration of Mary is an expression of the most foundational
doctrine of the faith. This is generally misunderstood by
the non-Orthodox for the simple reason
that they do not understand salvation itself. Salvation is about a union or communion with God. It is a participation in the
very life of God. We were created for this
communion, breathed into us in the act of
our creation. Through sin, we have broken that communion and become subject
to death and disintegration.
Christ, in becoming a human being, united Himself to our human nature. He suffered death and was buried. But in His
death, because He is also God, He tramples down death and rises from the tomb.
Our human nature is raised with Him.
When we are Baptized, the Scriptures say
we are Baptized “into His death and
raised in the likeness of His resurrection.”
In Holy Communion, we eat His very Body
and drink His Blood, a true communion and participation
in His life.
When this fundamental doctrine is understood, Mary’s
role in history and her place in the Church become clear.
Christ does not enter her womb as though it were a borrowed space. The Creed says, “He took /lesh of the Virgin
Mary.” Christ’s humanity is not a separate creation, but
"1

M

E

S

S

“bone of her bone, and %lesh of her %lesh.” She is truly His
mother.
The Scriptures recognize this in various ways. In particular, when Mary brings the Christ Child to the Temple on
the 40th day, the Prophet Simeon prophesies the coming
sufferings of Christ and adds, “…and a sword will pierce
your soul as well.” This is far more than saying, “It will
make you unhappy.” In Christ’s suffering on the Cross,
Mary suffers as well. This is because of the peculiar union
that was their relationship from the beginning.
Christians describe the life of salvation as “beholding
Christ face to face.” Mary would have done this quite literally numerous times a day for nearly three years as she
nursed Him. In St. John’s gospel, at the Wedding in Cana,
there is a level of communication between mother and
Son that transcends words.
At the wedding feast, she comes to her Son and says,
“They have no wine.” She does not ask Him anything. His
response is frequently misinterpreted. He says, in the
Greek: “Tί ἐμοὶ καὶ σοί,” (Jn. 2:4). (“What is this to me and
you?”) It is a very strange phrase in the Greek, but is a
direct quote from the widow of Zarephath when she is
speaking to Elijah about the death of her son (1 Kings
17:18). Christ is warning His mother that “it is not my
time.” But, if He acts in helping with this wedding and its
wine, it will set in motion something that cannot be
stopped – His kairos – His time. And when His time
comes, she will be like the widow of Zarephath, a widow
whose son is dead. All of this is contained in this tiny
conversation of but a few words.
Her response is equally terse, “Do whatever He tells you.”
This is similar to her %irst words to the angel, “Let it be to
me according to your word.” She is ready for what will
take place, including its most fearful consequences.
But all of this can only be rightly understood if we remember the nature of the union between mother and
Son. It is also a union that will be our own salvation.
Christ has become what we are by nature, that we might
become what he is by grace. This is the great “exchange.”
Orthodox prayer gives expression to this communion. St.
Paul says that the Holy Spirit prays within us saying,
“Abba, Father” (Gal. 4:6). Those words are the words of
the Son (the one says, “Abba”). We do not pray as
strangers, but as members of the household, now emboldened to speak with the very voice of the Son of God.
It is this same voice that speaks of Mary as “Mother,” and
gives her honor. That honor, or veneration, is the expression of love. Just as she loves Him, so she loves us.
In my experience, devotion to the Mother of God comes
very slowly for converts to the faith. Five hundred years
of Protestant thought have created a Christianity in which
Mary has little place other than on Christmas cards and
"
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in badly produced movies. English translations of the
Scriptures often butcher Marian passages conveying false
images.
The Wedding at Cana passage cited above is frequently
rendered: “What do I have to do with you, woman?”
which is simply inaccurate. It gives the impression of disrespect, as though Mary were being a bother to her Son.
What is deeply lacking is the spiritual consciousness
rooted in salvation through union with Christ. None of
the doctrines expressed in the Great Seven Ecumenical
Councils make any sense apart from that awareness. Put
simply, it is how both the Scriptures and the early Fathers
understand our salvation. Union (communion, participation) is the fundamental grammar of Christian teaching.
When this grammar is properly grasped, it becomes clear
that we cannot speak of Christ apart from Mary (nor
Mary apart from Christ). By the same token, we cannot
speak of Christ apart from the Church, nor the Church
apart from Christ. We are told in 1 Cor. 12:21 that the
“head cannot say to the feet, ‘I have no need of you,” and
this in the very passage in which we are told that Christ is
the “head of the body (the Church).” We cannot speak of
one member of the Body apart from all the others, for the
life of each is the life of all and the life of all is the life of
each.
In our devotional life, this is expressed in the communion
of saints, our prayers that gather all together in union
with Christ:
Commemorating our most holy, most pure, most blessed
lady, Theotokos, and ever-virgin Mary, and all the saints,
let us commend ourselves and each other, and all our life
unto Christ our God.”
On the personal level, the experience of the Church has
taught us private devotions as well. Within those, we begin to discover the mystical bonds that only such devotions reveal. Years ago, in a reference I have long since
forgotten, I read a quote in which St. Seraphim of Sarov
said, “There are things about Jesus you cannot know until
His mother tells them to you.”
This part of the Orthodox life is dif%icult to describe. It is a
perception of Christ, though with a greater fullness, one
that extends into the persons of the saints. In Mary, that
person encompasses an intimacy with Christ that is
without equal. In my own experience, this intimacy includes the depths of her maternal love, for her Son, and
for all creation.
The absence of Marian devotion and awareness has created a Christianity with an absence of the feminine. I do
not suggest that Mary is a cipher for an abstract universal, or of a “divine femininity,” but it is simply bizarre to
have a Christology that speaks of the “humanity” of Christ
that is somehow devoid of a human mother (for all inDecember 2018
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tents and purposes). Orthodox Christology begins its
formal expression in the 3rd Ecumenical Council in
which the largest and most central question was Mary’s
title of “Theotokos” (Birth-Giver of God). Classical Christology began with consideration of Mary.
The most egregious example I have ever encountered of
anti-Marian sentiment is a treatment in which she is
seen as a mere “container” for Christ. It is an insult to
every woman who has ever borne a child.

LEARNING TO
BE ONESELF
A SPIRIUAL DISCIPLINE?
By Nicole Roccas

As I wrote Monday, I’ve been reading
Alexander Elchaninov this Nativity and
have found his meditations to be a
great source of encouragement. In that
post, I reflected on Elchaninov’s words
about living life as it actually is, in the
present, rather than retreating into our
constructed notions of past or future
ideals.
Today I am sharing a quotation that in
my mind extends from that idea. It
speaks about the necessity of being
oneself in the spiritual life:
We can live our entire life–and many in
fact do–as a pale reflection of someone
else. The first and primary meaning of
living is to be oneself, and from this to
ascend to transfiguration of oneself
into the ‘image and likeness of
God.’ (Alexander Elchaninov, Diary of a
Russian Priest, 82)
To be oneself, rather than a false ideal
of oneself, is one element of learning to
live life as it actually is. We often live
out of our self-concocted ideals of our
future selves–the self we will be when
we figure out all our issues and stop
messing up. Or the self we will be when
our lives are better, when we have a
better job, when we finally attain what
it is we think we were created to attain.
October 2018
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I offer no speculation as to the damage done to Western
culture by a distorted Christology. Secularists would argue that Christology has nothing to do with our cultural
constructs: such is the ignorance of our own foundations. Secular modernity is built on the foundation of a
distorted version of Christianity. We are children who
deny our parents, imagining that we have created ourselves.
Now that is a cause for panic. Holy Mother of God, pray
for us.

It seems to me that to surrender to
God, we must first surrender to ourselves. I don’t mean to give in or give
up on the worst parts of ourselves, but
to acknowledge who we actually are in
a spirit of relinquishment. Just as we
can only have fellowship with Christ in
the present moment–the time of action
and presence we have been given from
God–so too we can also only do so as
the self/person we were created as.
Too often, we attempt to come to God
as people we aren’t. Perhaps we turn
towards God as humbler, more pious
and loving copies of ourselves, people
who don’t need to ask for humility or
wisdom because they already have it.
People who have it all figured out and
are only showing up in their inner
prayer chamber because it’s what’s expected.
Or perhaps we come to Him as hopeless, self-hating versions of ourselves.
We show up before God in a conspiratorial spirit as though He must agree
that we are a bad, terrible, worthless
person. (Some would call this false
pride or false humility. It consists of
the same self-focus but is inverted in a
spirit of hate. In some ways this is
harder to address because it can be disguised as humility or piety.)
In either scenario, we aren’t living or
praying out of the “noble ruins” of our
true selves, to borrow a phrase a counselor friend of mine is fond of using to
describe the blessed-but-fallen tension
of humanity.

Many of us know people who spend
much of their time in relationships
with others lamenting x, y, or z characteristic about themselves. You try to
have a conversation about the weather
or a movie, and suddenly they’re talking about how fat they are. You’re trying to share about a book or an idea
that’s important to them, only to have
them sidetrack the conversation by
bringing up their supposedly lousy parenting skills.
Still there are others who constantly
pretend to be someone they’re not, hiding their real selves by projecting a persona who is more put-together, intelligent, energetic, instagram-worthy.
Maybe we are or have been that person
at times.
Really what all of these efforts are
about is shame. A sense of unworthiness.
Counter-intuitively, trying to be a better/false version of ourselves will
drive us further from people rather
than closer. Covering up our shame
takes an enormous amount of energy
and self-preoccupation that makes it
impossible for others to truly connect
with us.
When we fail to be ourselves in human
relationships, what we are really saying
to those that love us is that we don’t
trust them. We don’t trust them to see
and accept us for who we are, in all our
strengths and weaknesses.
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So it is with God. When we turn to
Him as “pale reflections” of who we
really are, we are neglecting true communion with Him, and we are also
turning away from a spirit of trust.
What does it mean to be ourselves in
the presence of God?
To me, it comes back to a verse found
in the Psalms: “Be still and know that I
am God.” (PS 46:10, NIV)
Other versions translate this as “Cease
striving and know that I am
God.” (NASB)
There may be things we don’t like
about ourselves, there may be things we
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legitimately need to address, but standing before God as our true selves requires us–in a certain sense–to simply
surrender those things, surrender the
temptation to cover up our warts by
adopting a different persona. All of
that is a form of internal striving that
makes it impossible to just be and rest
in the presence of the Lord.
All of this takes an enormous amount
of strength. As humans, one of our
strongest instincts is to avoid pain. And
one of the hardest pains is the simple
wound of being with ourselves, day in
and day out, our brokenness and mistakes constantly before us. To trust
God with who we actually are, in the
time we are actually standing (not in

THE NATIVITY FAST:
WHY HUMILITY IS ESSENTIAL
Fr. Ted Bobosh

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I
am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic
powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I
have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am
nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my body to be
burned, but have not love, I gain nothing. (1 Corinthians 13:1-3)
Orthodox asceticism always presents us with a serious challenge to our tendency to oversimplify religion. On the one
hand, it seems to argue for nothing except absolute obedience to rules as THE way to follow Christ. On the other
hand, it reveals that strict obedience not only is a vacuity but
is spiritually dangerous for it deceives us about its purpose.
As we continue on the spiritual sojourn of the Nativity Fast,
we can think about the purpose of fasting and self-denial.
The same amma also said “it is neither spiritual discipline nor
vigil nor diverse toil that saves us if there be not genuine humblemindedness. For there was a solitary driving off demons and he
used to examine them:
‘What makes you come out? Is it fasting?’
They would say: ‘We neither eat nor drink.’ ‘
Vigil?’ he would say –
and they: ‘We do not sleep.’ ‘
Withdrawal from the world?’
And they would say: ‘We exist in the deserts.’
‘What then makes you come out?’
"
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the ideal future when we will have ourselves sorted out), at times requires an
almost excruciating degree of humility.
It’s not that we need to give up on ourselves or stop doing the hard work of
transformation in Christ. But all that,
to be true transformation and theosis,
has to come from a place of trust, repentance, and relationship (and hope!)
rather than from fear and shame.
It is only in His presence, not in our
striving, that we can quietly begin to
recover His image, which He deigned
to create us in. And it’s in His presence, too, we begin to be transfigured
into His likeness.

and they would say: ‘Nothing conquerors us other than humblemindedness.’ Do you see that humble mindedness is victorious
against demons?” (Amma Theodora, Give Me a Word: The
Alphabetical Sayings of the Desert Fathers, p. 129)
The spiritual victory over the demons does not occur in the
desert, or in monasteries but in the humble of heart. As the
demons honestly (!) answer – just like monks, they don’t eat,
they don’t sleep, and they don’t live in luxurious cities with
every cosmopolitan amenity [so those who think the city is
the playground for demons might be surprised to learn the
demons don’t live in the cities but in the deserts!]. It isn’t
strict ascetical practice which defeats demons, but humility.
If asceticism simply means being obedient to rules of selfdenial, then monks are simply behaving like demons. The
real warfare for monks as for all Christians is to nurture and
develop humility – a humble heart. For the demons neither
have humility nor can they abide in the humble heart for
that humble heart is the abode of God!
For thus says the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity,
whose name is Holy: “I dwell in the high and holy place,
and also with him who is of a contrite and humble spirit, to
revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the
contrite.” (Isaiah 57:15)
Lent, especially Christmas Lent, cannot be reduced to keeping strict rules of food fasting. For its goal is to prepare the
humble heart in which the Lord Jesus can come and abide.
What cleanses our heart is humility, which is the goal not
only of Lent and asceticism but of the sacrament of confession as well.
December 2018
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“Every genuine confession humbles the soul. When it takes the
form of thanksgiving, it teaches the soul that it has been delivered
by the grace of God. When it takes the form of self-accusation, it
teaches the soul that it is guilty of crimes through its own deliberate indolence. Confession takes two forms. According to the one,
we give thanks for blessings received; according to the other, we
bring to light and examine what we have done wrong. We use the
term confession both for the grateful appreciation of the blessings

we have received through divine favor, and for the admission of
the evil actions of which we are guilty. Both forms produce humility. For he who thanks God for blessings and he who examines
himself for his offences are both humbled. The first judges himself
unworthy of what he has been given; the second implores forgiveness for his sins.” (St. Maximos the Confessor, THE
PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 18272-80)

Parish activities…

ticipated during the past year in this wonderful fellowship ministry! Coffee Hour is an opportunity for us to welcome and greet
the many visitors who attend Liturgy
and for parishioners to be able to visit
with one another. We are planning the
schedule for the coming year and if you
have a date that you would prefer please
contact Francine Contreras at 559)
709-9883 or by email at fdc02@att.net. Otherwise you
will be scheduled during the same month as last year.
If you have never sponsored and prepared a coffee
hour or are new to the parish please consider becoming a coffee hour sponsor in 2919!

S.H.A.R.E.S. Program:
To enroll, go to Save Mart’s website www.savemart.com/shares/ and select St. Peter Serbian Orthodox
Church as your charity. You will have an option of
a phone number, credit/
debit card or both. If you
pay cash or by check for
your groceries, you can type in your phone number or
give it to the cashier. If you buy your groceries using
credit cards you can add your card number as well as a
phone number. Your purchase is automatically credited to St. Peter’s. Once you sign up with e-Scrip
though Save Mart then you are automatically registered with all of the e-Scrip participating merchants
and online stores.
Another way to support our Scholarship Fund is
through Amazon Smile. Remember, always start at
smile.amazon.com and Amazon will donate 0.5% of
the price of your eligible AmazonSmile purchases. Select “Serbian Orthodox Church of St Peter” as your
charity. It is very simple and easy!
Also, remember that you can donate directly to the
Scholarship Fund at any time. All donations are greatly appreciated!

Coffee Hour Schedule...
It is time to start planning our Sunday Coffee Hour
schedule for 2019. We thank all parishioners who par-

Friendly reminder...
We remind everyone to send in the balance of your
pledge commitment for 2018. You can contact financial
secretary Janice McAtee at 447-9665 or by email: janicemcatee@hotmail.com to check on your 2012 balance.
2012 donation statements will only be mailed out by
request. Contact Janice if you would like to receive a
copy for income tax purposes.

Annual Thanksgiving Food Drive:
Thank you to all parishioners who participated in last
month’s Thanksgiving Food Drive. We were able to
donate the many bags and boxes of non-perishable
items and a financial contribution to the Evangel
Home and to families in the neighborhood by our
church on November 21st. God bless all who participated in this annual ministry of our parish!

Annual Assembly 2018:
All Pledged Stewards are encouraged to attend the Annual Assembly of Saint Peter the Apostle Serbian Orthodox
Church on Sunday, December 9, 2017 at 12:30 p.m. in the Social Hall.
If a pledged steward would like to serve on the 2018 Parish Council or any of the other elected of%ices (Tutor, auditor)
please see Ron Tarailo or Father George. We look forward to seeing you at the meeting—please mark your calendar
for Sunday, December 9!
December 2018
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Stewardship 2019…

Our Parish and its parishioners serve as the voice of Christ in a changing world! A strong parish provides opportunities
for sharing the Good News of Christ, for welcoming those that are searching for a spiritual home, and a base from which
we are sent out into the world. The parish also provides a place for worship, community and education in the faith. To be
stewards of the Gospel, we need to be stewards of our parish. This requires the vision and inspiration to see our parish, not
as it is, but as it could be. We are called to offer ourselves and our treasure to make our St. Peter Church all that it can be.
November 11 was the start of our stewardship campaign for 2019. All households in the parish should have
received our stewardship mailer along with a pledge card. We thank many of you who have already submitted
your pledge commitment cards. If you did not receive this mailer please contact the church office at
stpeter@me.com or pick one up a the candle counter in the narthex. Please read through all of the information
and prayerfully consider what your financial commitment to our St. Peter Church will be for the coming year.
We thank the following parishioners listed who have submitted their pledge commitment for 2019. Thank you
and God bless you!

Church School Nativity Program and St. Nicholas Day Party

On Sunday, December 23 the church school will hold the annual Nativity Program and
St. Nicholas Day festivities during coffee hour. There will be treats and lots of fun for
kids of all ages. So plan to attend!
Attention parents! Anastacia Cooper will be directing this years Nativity Play and we
would love to have all of our children participate. She will be meeting with the children during church school and with the parents during coffee hour and your help
with various aspects of organizing the play will be appreciated!

Monthly Youth Activity…
On either the 3rd or 4th Sunday of the each month we will be holding a new youth activity: “Coffee Hour with Father George”. All teenagers (13 and up) are welcome to
participate. After you get your plate filled with food at coffee hour, go over to the conference room next to Father George’s office with all of the other teens, to eat and visit.
The next Coffee Hour with Father George will be on December 30!

December Altar Servers, Epistle Readers
and Tutors Schedule:

Team 1
December 2, 16 & 30
Braeden Epperson
Mason Epperson
Joseph Hart
Brian Contreras
Caspian Wesseler

"
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Team 2
December 9 & 23
Luke Alsobrook
Caleb Alsobrook
Lance Vukajović
Nickolas Vukajlović
Jonah Pruse

Epistle:
December 2
December 9
December 16
December 23
December 30

Joseph Alsobrook
Jonathan Hart
Jacob Owens
Charyce Hatler
Lazarus McAtee

Tutors:
December 2
December 9
December 16
December 23
December 30

Jonathan Hart / John Baziuk
Jim Ward / Vera Naden
Andrej Romanenko / Tim Penny
Jonathan Hart / John Baziuk
Jim Ward / Vera Naden
December 2018
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Parish Directory
Contact Information:

Phone: (559) 227-5565
Email: stpeter@me.com
Website: www.stpeterfresno.com

Parish Clergy:
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Circle of Sisters:
Shirley Bundros (559) 940-9216

Men’s Club:
Dushan Spadier (559 260-3700

Worship Services:

V. Rev. George Gligich (559) 696-7015
Protodeacon Brad Matthews (Retired)
Deacon Joseph Wesseler (559) 936-6838

Saturday Vespers at 5:00 p.m.
Confessions on Saturdays after vespers or
during the week by appointment.

Choir Director:

Sunday Liturgy at 9:30 a.m.
Church School on Sundays from September
through May following Holy Communion.

Peggy Matthews (559) 960-2151

Parish Council:
Anthony Olivo (559) 917-0747

Church School:
Lamia Epperson (559) 430-9186
December 2018

Weeknight Vespers at 7:00 p.m.
Weekday Liturgy (Holy Days)
at 9:00 a.m.
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