
 

 

Rector’s Report (Annual Parish Meeting) 

February 19, 2014 

 

Metrical Records for 2013 

 Baptisms: 5 (all are children of parishioners) 

 Chrismations: 7 (all are now active members) 

 Funerals: 8 (5 parishioners) 

 Marriages: 1 (a parishioner) 

 

Why are we here, this year and every year? 

We are here because we are keepers of really good news.  We are keepers of the Gospel.  And what 

is the Gospel?  Is it the good news of forgiveness, or of salvation?  Actually, no.  Neither is the Gospel the 

good news of transformation or healing or redemption.  The Gospel is the good news of the Kingdom  --  

that God has prepared a place for us “where sickness and sorrow are no more” (Kontakion of the 

Departed).  Forgiveness and salvation and healing are the doors through which we begin to enter the 

Kingdom, but may we never forget that the Gospel is always the message that God’s eternal and righteous 

Kingdom has been established and is waiting for its citizens to enter. 

 

Where do we find this Kingdom?  It is both “not yet” and already “in our midst.”  The Kingdom awaits us 

at the resurrection of the dead, but through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ the Kingdom is now 

beginning to break into this world.  And the place where we receive the Kingdom, the place where it is 

possible to experience a foretaste of the Kingdom, is in the Church.   The body of baptized and chrismated 

believers, when we gather to worship, is the one place where the Kingdom can be felt, heard, tasted, 

smelled, and seen.  No other place is like the Church.  Nothing is more special or significant.  Nothing is 

more precious to those who truly “seek first the Kingdom of God.”  Nothing has greater value than the 

Church. 

 

Honoring the Gospel in 2013 

In 2013, we strove to honor the Gospel at St. Nicholas.  We strove to make St Nicholas a place 

where the Kingdom shines through for all who desire to see it. 

 

… Worship 

Our liturgical life is always the front door into the Kingdom.  And all services are offered in the 

hope that those who participate will not simply step into a beautiful building with beguiling worship, but 

that they will be moved into the new day of our Lord’s Pascha.  We don’t worship lots because we are 

fussy adherents to old customs and burdensome rules.  We worship lots because there is nothing more 

precious and life-giving than the Kingdom of Heaven.  And in 2013, we indeed worshipped lots.  Our 

liturgical schedule was full, and where we could offer additional services, we did.  I am thankful to our 

choir, servers, and deacons for helping to make worship at St Nicholas something very special.  And the 

addition of our new iconography has raised the radiance and prayerfulness of our worship to new 

heights.  

 

… New and Old Friends 

We have done our best to enlarge the Kingdom as well.  In 2013 we welcomed three new families 

into the Orthodox Church through baptism and chrismation: the Malcolmson family, the Trombley family, 

and the Cook Podrasky family.  We continue to attract Orthodox Christians who are new to the area as 

well, including a steady number of folks from Slavic countries.   At the same time, we had to say goodbye 

to some of our dear members and friends.  Now asleep in the Lord are:  Raisa Solovieva, Protodeacon 



 

 

Basil Andruchow, Anna Sawchuk, Mary Williams, and Paul Klibansky.  We also said goodbye to 

Matushka Claudia Safchuk, who reposed at the start of 2014, after suffering through a decline in 2013.  

These beloved members are of course still part of the Kingdom.  Their memberships have simply been 

transferred to the “Choirs of the Just.” 

 

It has been a good year at St. Nicholas.  There have been many victories, and I have been privileged to 

serve as priest alongside so many who strive to honor St Paul’s instruction to “work out your own 

salvation through fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12).  Still, we face challenges.  The Kingdom of God, 

as the Apostle Paul implies, is a work in progress.  And that’s ok.  I often call you my brothers and sisters, 

but really, you are my children  --  whether you are 3 or 103.  And I love each of you, equally and without 

partiality.  And I would be guilty of parental neglect if I didn’t try and help us as a family to face and 

overcome the challenges around us. 

 

… Spiritual Growth 

It was my hope to help members of the parish to honor the Gospel by encouraging them to pursue 

personal spiritual renewal wherever possible.  Jesus’ first sermon was “Repent for the Kingdom is at 

hand” (Matthew 3:2).  What is repentance?  It is that sense of sadness at saying ‘no’ to God and of turning 

away from all the good things offered by Him, and we are called by Christ to maintain a repentant heart at 

all times.  This takes work, and forces us to be careful of falling into lifeless routines and patterns.  One 

cannot be an auto-pilot Christian.  The Kingdom requires that we stay vigilant, that we pray and confess 

continually, that we study God’s commandments, that we learn more about our faith, and that we 

participate with humility in the sacraments of the Church.  It is hard to measure progress when these are 

our goals, but I do have to say that in 2013 some of the indicators were not encouraging.   

 

 Attendance on Sundays is inconsistent, and the number of people who come to Church on time is 

frightfully low.  On Sundays, most folks don’t come until half way through the Liturgy, and yet 

they wish to receive communion.  This is not acceptable.  If you invited me to your home for 

dinner, what would you think if I left you waiting and arrived just in time for dessert.  Each of us 

should make it a priority to arrive at Church on time, to stay for the whole service, and to teach 

our children that this is the only place where we can see, taste, and enjoy the Kingdom of Heaven.  

No other place is more precious. 

 

 Participation on feast days is also weak.  Willingness to come to Church on days other than 

Sunday is low.  Attendance at Saturday Vespers is often barely in the double digits.  To be 

Orthodox is to participate in the liturgical life and seasons of the Church.  Distance presents a 

challenge to some, but most of us live within 30 minutes of the Church. 

 

 Too much business is still conducted on Sundays in a way that conflicts with Liturgy.  We have 

made great progress, and so many of you work so hard for our parish, but let’s remember to 

accomplish our worthy goals on our own time, not on the Lord’s time. 

 

 And despite pleas and flat-out demands, most folks do not come to confession as frequently as 

they should.  If you approach the chalice every week but come to confession just once a year, then 

you are in danger, and so am I for allowing it.  Frequent communion is the norm, it is expected, 

and if one does not receive communion frequently then this is something to try and change if 

possible.  But frequent communion requires seasonal confession.   

 



 

 

I can’t check up on whether members of the church family are trying to pray and study with greater 

intensity, but if most people can’t or won’t come to church on time, and if they can’t or won’t feast and fast 

and commune and confess according to the Church’s expectations, then I have to assume that living an 

Orthodox life at home is a great struggle for most of us.  Still, our Lord offers Himself to us continually, 

and so where there is the desire to move more deeply into the Kingdom, God will bless every little bit we 

offer. 

 

… Relationships 

Another way we honor the Gospel is by honoring the Apostle Paul’s counsel to “bear one 

another’s burdens, and so fulfill the Law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2).  This is what it means to be members of 

one Body, the Body of Christ.  The Kingdom is a shared inheritance, and so building and strengthening 

relationships within the community should be a foremost concern.  I have spoken with a few of you about 

“branching out” and building new friendships in the parish, but even in a church, folks largely find a 

comfortable spot and they don’t like to budge.  But my children, Jesus is all about budging.  He never said 

that the Kingdom was comfortable.  He said that it was like marriage, and marriages require 

communication, self-sacrifice, and hard work.  It requires learning to trust and to make ourselves 

vulnerable to one another.  So too does being a member of this parish family.  I’m not asking you to invite 

five new folks over for dinner this year  --  although that would be nice  --  but I am asking everyone to 

remember that there is great pain and suffering in this family, and that pain and suffering are made more 

bearable when someone is there to offer a smile and a shoulder.  When we open our doors and proclaim 

the good news of the Kingdom to the world, guess who comes:  people who need the Kingdom, people 

who want what we have, people who for maybe the first time in their lives are willing to open themselves 

up to God in the hope finding meaning and healing.   

 

The word ‘parish’ comes from a word which means sojourner, or one who is not part of the patrician’s 

house.  It is related to the word ‘pariah,’ which means ‘outcast.’  A parish is a family of outcasts.  What we 

share in common is that we are “aliens and exiles” in this world (1 Peter 2:11).  We need each other.  A 

friendly hello, a kind note, an occasional phone call to someone you don’t know that well will help to 

ensure that we are a true family, not just names on a list of those allowed to vote at parish meetings.  Abba 

Anthony the Great got it right.  “My brother is my life,” he said some 1800 years ago.  Do we look at each 

other that way?  If not, why not? 

 

… Stewardship 

Our Lord teaches that the Kingdom is like a wedding.  And He is right.  Like a wedding, the 

Kingdom is expensive.  A priest and his ministry don’t come for free.  Buildings require maintenance and 

upkeep.   And there is only one paid professional in parish life.  That’s me, and all the rest of the work has 

to be accomplished by you, through the generous donation of your time and talents.   

 

St Nicholas also relies on your financial support.  And on the subject of parish finances, there is much that 

is encouraging.  In fact, there is some amazing news underneath all the numbers.  Giving is up by almost 

40% in just the last four years alone, from $77,225 in 2010 (86 members) to $106,422 in pledges and 

offerings in 2013 (83 members).  That’s really great for a parish our size.  And yet, despite the surge in 

giving, we had another deficit in 2013 ($3,776), as we have in recent years.  And it is reasonable to expect 

that we will continue to have deficits in the coming years.  Our savings will grow smaller over time.   

 

What can we do?  Well, to eliminate a deficit, there are two options:  (1) reduce expenses, or (2) increase 

giving.  There is not much we can do to reduce expenses in the short term, short of a drastic measure such 

as asking the Bishop to assign clergy who will work part-time.  But can we reasonably expect the members 



 

 

of St Nicholas to increase their giving?  After all, offerings have already increased by 40% in three years.  

Maybe folks can’t give more. 

 

There is not always a chance to talk about this word ‘stewardship’ in great detail.  But we have the chance 

this morning to do so, at least a little bit. 

 

And really, here’s the only thing we need to know.  Stewardship is not about how much stuff we give 

away, it’s about how much of ourselves we give away.  Or as my teacher the V. Rev. Harry Pappas has 

written:   
 

Most people think stewardship is spelled ‘$tewardship.’  In fact, it is spelled ‘s†ewardship.’ 

 

When it comes to supporting the church financially, the important thing is not the amount one gives, it is 

the proportion of one’s income that is spiritually significant.  (The story of the widow and her “two mites” 

from St Luke’s gospel (21:1-4) is the great example here.  This was yesterday’s daily Gospel reading by the 

way.)  According to Scripture, each is called to give a first-proportion of one’s income to God.  Scripture 

doesn’t speak of a “holy minimum” or of “divine dues.”  It’s all about the percentage, and the vision 

outlined in scripture is that each person gives 10% each year  --  this is what we call a ‘tithe’. 

 

Do we tithe?  Suppose that, yes, each of our 83 adult communicants pledges 10% of his or her income to St 

Nicholas.  Well, the 83 communicants gave $106,422 in 2013.  That amounts to $1,282 per adult.  And if this 

represents 10% of each person’s income, then each adult at St Nicholas earns on average just $12,820 a 

year.  This also means that the average member of the parish lives just above the poverty level, which in 

2014 is an annual personal income of $11,670. 

 

Are we a parish family that lives, on average, at the poverty level?  If so, then our commitment to giving 

10% to the Church is amazing.  Rather than use that extra money to protect our health and survival, we 

remain committed to giving it to the Church. 

 

But if we all live on average at the poverty level, then we are of course a very rare collection of Christians.  

Most churches contain a variety of people, some affluent, some quite poor.  Most likely, we are not all 

poor.  Most likely, we look like our surrounding communities, where only 11% of the population lives 

below the poverty level, and where the average personal income is $34,858. 

 

I won’t bore you with more math, but the whole point of thinking a bit about these numbers is to suggest 

that as a family, we do not tithe as we are asked.  Most likely, our different incomes match the income 

profile of Essex County.  If so, our total of $106,822 means that each person gives 3% on average.  Some of 

course give more.  Many of you take your commitment to stewardship seriously.  You know it is a matter 

of spiritual importance, and you have taken steps to work hard on this part of your relationship to God.  

Some do give 10% and beyond, and some are trying each year to increase their pledge.  But many give 0% 

or close to it  --  please remember that I am still speaking of proportions, not amounts  --  and that is a big 

concern to me as your priest.  It doesn’t matter whether you give $10 or $10,000 to the Lord, it is all the 

same if these amounts, big or small, are given to God as first fruits of what we have received. 

 

Too many of us rely on the church for confession, communion, funerals, baptisms, prayers, counselling, 

and blessings but refuse to support the church financially.  The Church will never abandon you.  She will 

never turn someone away.  But neither should she have to beg for survival.  No one is begging at the 

moment, but deficit spending cannot last forever. 



 

 

 

Remember the income profile of Essex County?  If we are a typical family of 83 adults, and if each adult in 

2013 pledged even just 5% of his or her income  --  not easy, but easier than a tithe  --  then we would not 

have a deficit of $3,776.  We would have a surplus of $43,467. 

 

 

Looking ahead to 2014 

 

God is at work in our lives.  I see it every day.  The Holy Spirit is doing great work in us, and through us.  

We have committed ourselves to spiritual renewal, and the Kingdom grows daily in our midst. 

 

Our responsibility, very simply, is to stay on the path we have chosen.  The evil one is constantly trying to 

produce in us a failure of nerve, a crisis of confidence.  He wants us to abandon the chosen path, but we 

have to stay on target.  We are to trust in our Lord’s promises, and those promises are legion.  The best 

summary of course comes from the Sermon on the Mount, where our Lord says “Seek first the kingdom of 

God and his righteousness, and all these things shall be yours as well” (Matthew 6:33). 

 

Each person is different, and each person has been assigned a different set of strengths and struggles.  But 

in 2014, we should strive to do the following: 

 

(1)  Improve our participation in worship.  Come prepared, and on time.  Pray and fast.  Read Scripture, 

and be merciful to the needy.  If you only come to Church on Sundays, strive to make Saturday evening 

Vespers and Feast Days a part of your life as well.  It is the minimum we are asked to do.  And when 

you’re here, you’re here:  no business, no texting, no cooking, and no extended retreats to the social hall 

with your children.  And stay for coffee hour if you can. 

 

(2)  Seek out new friends, and renew relationships with those we think we know.  We are a family, not 

a boarding house.  The Eucharist is an intimate meal offered by God to his children at a common table.  

The more we know and love each other, the more our Liturgy becomes healing, radiant, and transfiguring.   

 

(3)  Find something new to do.  Sing in the choir (especially if you are a male, or a child).  Serve on the 

parish council.  Teach church school.  Join St Tabitha’s Guild, our sewing ministry.  Look for upcoming 

opportunities in 2014 for visiting the sick and homebound, becoming a greeter, forging a mission 

statement and updating our bylaws, and for tackling the problem of handicap access.  Serve in the altar.   

 

(4)   Support the Church financially, especially if you have not done so in the past.  Pray and strive to 

pledge at least 5% of your income to Church (on the way in time to pledging a full tithe of 10%.) 

 

(5)  Rejoice and have faith!  Remember that God blesses every little thing we give, and every little thing 

we do for His glory.  He is a good God who multiplies even the few loaves and fishes brought to Him in 

faith and love (Mark 6:30-44).  His strength is made perfect in our weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9).  With 

men, all that we are called to do seems impossible, but with God, truly all things are possible (Matthew 

19:26). 

 

Glory to God for all things! 

Fr. Theophan 


