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Getting 7hick at Christmas
By Father David

Christmas is about getting Thick. In fact, I would go further: | would say that our Christmas ought to be as Thick as possible—that
is, if done properly.

Perhaps you are puzzled by this, especially coming from a priest. Perhaps you think that | have lost my mind. Or, that my mind
has become, in fact, far too Thick.

It may be too late, but let me explain.

By “Thick” I mean a type of religion, or religious experience: Thick, as opposed to “Clear.” | know: this is not the usual way of
thinking about religion, but stick with me for a moment. My favorite author, C. S. Lewis, first used these adjectives this way. Of course,
this business of Thick and Clear is about metaphors or images of the how religious “stuff” is. Think, for example, of soup. Some soups
are Clear: you can see through them, and they are delicately flavored — cooked to intrigue the palette. Other soups are, well, Thick:
you can't see through them. Whatever's in them (we can't really see into it much), they are hearty, substantive, filling. Lewis believed
that all religions tend to be Thick and Clear. Clear religions emphasize the mind, or intellect: “By Clear | mean those which are
philosophical, ethical and universalizing: Stoicism, Buddhism, and the Ethical Church are Clear religions.” Thick religions are filled with
sacrifice, emotion, or liturgy; they're about experiencing and doing, not so much reflecting and meditating. Lewis says: “By Thick |
mean those which have ... ecstasies and mysteries ...: Africa is full of Thick religions.” Lewis believed that the vast majority of
religions can be classified as Clear or Thick. He also believed that Christianity —and Christianity alone — actually brings Thick and
Clear together.

Immanuel — God is with us, proclaimed Isaiah of old: “Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall
conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” (Is. 7:14). Here God, through the Prophet Isaiah, brings together Clear
and Thick in a mind-boggling way. Oh, sure: we get the idea of God; that is a Clear thing. Many great philosophers and theologians
declared it. But the eternal God become flesh — OUR humanity — that's as Thick as Thick can be. This is why Tertullian declared
that he believed in the Christian Faith. The paradox itself, bringing together these polar opposites, is compelling:

“The Son of God was born: there is no shame, because it is shameful. And the Son of God died: it is wholly credible, because it is
ridiculous. And, buried, He rose again: it is certain, because impossible.”

On a day two thousand years ago, the eternal God entered our world as a human being. We call this the incarnation, and we must
not sanitize it. Here, God meets gynecology; Clear meets Thick. It is absurd, beyond belief. And yet, here is finally where we, in our
broken, passion-driven, fleshly existence — which is thoroughly Thick — meets God. He came to restore the divine image in us; He
became man, so that we might recover our divine glory.

This meeting of Clear and Thick, this incarnation, is more than something to think about. It must be lived. In Orthodox Christianity
the Clear penetrates the Thick. That's the meaning of all the hoopla—fasting and services, etc. This Great Feast of the Incarnation
reminds us that here is truth that must be lived. Here is a God we must encounter — that we must “know,” even as Adam “knew” Eve.
God must participate in our lives, to restore us and deliver us from brokenness and death itself. God does this in Jesus of Nazareth.

So, as you and | face Christmas, we must get Thick — we must participate in the death and life of the God-man. The Thick Faith
of real Christianity, to quote Lewis, “takes a twentieth-century academic prig like me and tells me to go fasting to a Mystery, to drink the
blood of the Lord. ... | have to be Thick. That is how one knows one has come to the real religion.” We must struggle with fasting, we
must lose ourselves in prayers and liturgies, and we must find Christ in works of mercy. More than that, we must allow God into the
Thick of our struggles: our worries, our fears, our griefs, our pain. God is with us.
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Bishop Jonah Elected
Metropolitan of All America
and Canada!

“Can there any good thing come out of ...”
Merced? The original form of this question is found
in the New Testament, in the conversation of two
brothers, Philip and Nathanael. The topic was about
Jesus, and the place Nazareth, not Merced. Philip
was excitedly seeking to introduce his brother to
this man “of whom Moses in the law, and the
prophets, did write, Jesus of Nazareth...” (John
1:45), but Nathanael was skeptical and wryly
replied, “Can there any good thing come out of
Nazareth? Philip’s only answer was to urge his
brother to “Come, and see.”

This time, it's Merced's turn, and the “good
thing to come out of” her is a former pastor of our
mission here: Father Jonah Paffhausen. Fr. Jonah
was the pastor at St. Mary Magdalene Orthodox
Church for a little over two years in the mid-1990s.
Just in October we wrote about Fr. Jonah'’s election
to be Bishop of Fort Worth and Aukxiliary Bishop of
the Diocese of the South. The consecration for
Bishop-Elect Jonah occurred on November 1. Less
then two weeks later on November 12 in a
remarkable election of his peers in the All American

Council and the Holy Synod of Bishops, Bishop
Jonah, this onetime mission priest was elected the
leading bishop of The Orthodox Church in America,
one of the leading Orthodox Christian jurisdictions
in North America.

The former Father Jonah is now referred to
as “His Beatitude, the Most Reverend Jonah,
Archbishop of Washington and New York and
Metropolitan of All America and Canada.” That is a
mouthful, so most of us will refer to “His Beatitude”
as “Metropolitan Jonah.” In addition, he’d be the
first to tell you that his new office is not about power
and prestige, but rather servant leadership and
healing. He’s still the same humble missionary that
sought to care for and build his little Merced flock;
his flock is just a bit bigger — perhaps more like a
herd.

So, Merced: put away thine insecurities;
thou art no mere fly-over zone, best known for
foreclosures and poverty. The Archpastor of a
jurisdiction of Orthodox Christians — a church with
roots back to the original Russian Orthodox Church
mission to North America in 1794 — came from
thee.
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OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECIES

Numbers 24:3-4, 5-9, 17-18
Micah 4:6-7; 5:2-4
Isaiah 7:10-16, 8:1-4, 9-10
Isaiah 9:6-7
Isaiah 11:1-10
Matthew 1:18-25; 2:1-12, 13-23
Luke 2:1-20

GOSPEL ACCOUNTS OF JESUS’ BIRTH:

EPISTLE READINGS ABOUT THE
INCARNATION:

Hebrews 1:1-12; 2:11-18
Galatians 4:4-7
Philippians 2:5-11
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Collection a Great Success!

Donations Delivered to
Children’s Hospital

The Myrrhbearers Sisterhood would like to
thank the parish members for their very active
participation in the first toy and game collection for
Children’s Hospital of Central California. In spite of a
relatively small congregation at St. Mary’s response to
this charitable project was enormous.

We collected 12 grocery bags of books,
crayons, toy cars, journals, small travel games, art
supplies and infant toys. Our goal was to provide gifts
for children under two and teen boys and girls. These
groups are often forgotten in donations to the hospital.
Because charitable organizations usually have a high
volume of gifts during the holidays, especially
Christmas, the Myrrhbearers chose to make a donation
now and have plans to start another collection for
delivery in February or March.

Kristine and Lucas Doiel made the delivery on
November 4 to the delighted staff of Childlife who will
distribute the toys as needed. Children who are
hospitalized benefit greatly from gifts of toys and games
which provide welcome distractions from their suffering.
Thank you, again, for your generous and loving support
of this service project.

Myrrhbearers Sisterhood

Book Club Set Aside
Until January

Due to the very busy holiday season it has
been decided to set aside the Myrrhbearers’ book club
until January. For those of you who have been thinking
about joining, this is a perfect opportunity to catch up
with our current book, Father Arseny 1893-1973: Priest,
Prisoner, Spiritual Father, a biography of a priest who
spent 19 years in one of Stalin’s gulags in Russia.

This is a remarkable story based on the
accounts of witnesses as well as Father Arseny’s own
recollections of the horrible and miraculous events that
occurred in this terrible time and place. The book is
filled with examples of his faithfulness to prayer and his
dedication to Christian charity and righteousness
towards all he encountered, even those he could
consider his enemies. There has been only one meeting
about this book so far and the consistent reaction is a
keen appreciation that whatever we face in our own
lives surely we can bear it if one such as Father Arseny
can endure as he did.

It's not to late to join! January’s meeting date to
be announced.

Sunday, December 7

ANNUAL ST. NICHOLAS
LUNCHEON

The Sunday after St. Nicholas Day (actually
Saturday, Dec. 6 this year) will be the occasion for our
Annual St. Nicholas Day Luncheon and Christmas
Carol sing-a-long, immediately following Divine Liturgy.
In years past we have enjoyed ringing in the holiday
season by sharing a festive meal and singing our
favorite Christmas carols. Since this always falls within
the Nativity Fast, this will be a “Fish, Wine, & Oil" lunch.
It's a potluck meal, so please bring your favorite lenten
dish to share!
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Expenses Amt due .
Clergy compensation Church Finances
Cash $1235.00 - -
Housing siooo]  FInancial Health Report
Taxes ($600 quarterly) $50.00 Mission Not
Health Insurance $1704.00 . . -
Pension $316.20 Meeting Obligations
12% of cash and housing By Kristine Doiel
FaCIIItI(?S . Out of concern for the financial health of the church with the
Electric service $10.00 | help of treasurer, Bill Stickney, | have compiled the chart on the left
Weed abatement $50.00 | of the minimum bills due each month with a comparison to the
$600.00 paid annually church’s average monthly income for 2008 showing our monthly
MID-standby $91.57 deficit. This is not the first time this information has been sent out to
$417.00 paid I ' the parish, but I think it is very important for all parish members to
P : t Ft)al annually $125.00 continually be kept informed about this serious problem.
$£%%%rg0 a);- d annuall ' 2008 has been by far the worst year financially for St. Mary
— pal uafly Magdalene’s operating budget. The hard truth is we do not have
Operational enough income to pay the bills. At this time the average deficit per
Fair Share Assesment $176.67 | month for 2008 is $1,688.45. Clergy compensation is delinquent by
Percentage Assessment $446.50 2.1/2 mo.nths. in the amount of $?,105.00. This means our priest and
Cas. & Lia. Insur. $125.00 his family since January have either received a severely reduced
1500.00 paid I paycheck or no paycheck at all. Additionally, we have not had the
_$ — pai f":lnnua y income to pay our obligations at all for 2008 to the Diocese and are
Liturgical supplies delinquent to them for $6,231. There have been many notifications
Books $12.00 | about the church’s financial difficulties and many requests for the
$96.00 per year parish to give more. | hope you will read my testimonial on tithing
Holy water bottles $4.17 that appears in this issue of the newsletter and reassess what you
' are able to give.
$50.00 per year
Office Major Delinquencies
Copier service contract $24.56
$73.67 paid quarterly Monthly clergy
Ink cartridges $23.90 compensation
PO Box rent $3.50 Owed per month _1$2,835.00
$42.00 paid annually 2008 monthly average paid | $2,168.50
Stationery supplies $42.50 Monthly deficit $667.00
Telephone $70.00 2008 delinquency: $7,105.00
Starting in January
Total monthly expenses $5,860.57 200? g:hurch Assessments
past due
Average Total income $4,172.12 Fe}lr Share Assessment $1,766.70
Jan-Oct 2008 Diocesan Assembly $4,465.00
Percentage Assessment
Total monthly deficit | $1,688.45
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Why do I tithe?

A Testimonial by Rristine Doiel

Our church has faced some financial difficulties over the
last few years, but this year has been particularly bad.
There is not enough income to meet our parish
obligations. We are 2 % months behind paying our
priest's salary. Honestly, | feel discouraged and even a
little embarrassed about this. | know some of us are
insulted by repeated requests for money from our
church and other charitable organizations and,
especially, in this climate of economic crisis, we may
feel even more defensive. After all, we need to look to
our own households first, right? | would like to share
with you another perspective on giving to the church.

| have come to understand when we practice our faith
not only in words but also in action the blessings are
twofold, blessing not only the works of the church, but
ourselves as well. God is our source and supply and his
supply is limitless. | had to learn the hard way that
hanging on to the belief that I did not have enough
money to share with the church was my own lack of
faith that God would provide all | needed.

Many years ago | was introduced to the idea of tithing
as an important spiritual practice. Our personal finances
at the time were challenging. Mark and | were both in
school and Zachary was a toddler. We relied on Mark’s
work teaching private music lessons and often had a
zero balance a week or more before payday. The idea
that we should pay 10% first to God when we had so
little to live on was difficult to swallow. But there was a
strong argument that not only was it our obligation to
tithe first, but also that God would provide. | came to
learn these two truths are inextricably intertwined. The
act of tithing is ultimately an act of faith as we step out
and trust that God is our source and supply for all we
need and that we should never trust the appearances of
this world.

When Mark and | agreed to begin tithing, he entered
into that agreement with no reservations. I, however,

struggled with it quite awhile before | embraced it
wholeheartedly. | can remember justifying paying less
than 10% because “God knows we can't afford it” or
“God will understand”. And, of course, God does know
and understand our need. We are the ones that don't
getit! Tithing is an act of faith and trust in the Lord’s
plan to help not only us, but others around us. When we
release our white knuckled fists to share our tithe we
are also opening our hands to receive. It is an important
metaphor, don’t you think?

Mark and | began to see evidence that when we obeyed
this call to tithe, God did indeed provide for us. The
more we became faithful in giving the less we had to
worry about finances. We had many instances of
receiving money out of the blue when we weren't sure
how we could pay for an unexpected car repair or other
unplanned expense. And this extended beyond actual
cash. Mark got a full time job teaching which, after 13
years of marriage, enabled us to buy our first house.
This seemed impossible for so many years.

| must tell you that once | finally embraced the act of
tithing, giving joyfully and without regret, we began to
have everything we needed financially and otherwise.
Let me be clear that | am in no way implying that this is
some kind of get rich quick scheme! This is about faith
and trust in the Lord to provide for our every need. We
give 10% of our income to the church before we do
anything else and we did this even last year while we
were in Finland. By all accounts we should not have
been able to afford living abroad for a year. The
exchange rate was terrible and got worse over the
course of our stay. In spite of this we continued to tithe
and God continued to supply all we needed.

As our country appears to be spiraling ever faster into
economic disaster, our already poverty stricken church
will be impacted even further. But | know from my own
experience that these details are of this world and not of
God. If there was ever a time for us to put our faith and
trust in action by giving first to God, it is now. The
church will be blessed and you will be blessed.





