WHAT IS STEWARDSHIP?
A MESSAGE FROM FATHER JIM

My brothers and sisters in Christ, we are called upon, and duty bound, to be stewards of Christ’s Church. On such an important matter, as your pastor, I am obligated and commissioned to speak the truth in love to you about the stewardship of our community. Reality is often difficult to face and sometimes even painful; but if we want to learn, grow, and prosper, we must face the truth and confront it. If we want to be healthy, we have to deal with reality forthrightly; otherwise, over time our spiritual and physical health will eventually erode, even if we continue to maintain a fiction to fit the paradigm
with which we are more accustomed and comfortable. 

What is the reality regarding our parish stewardship? Quite frankly, it is not good; nor has it ever been. For a community of our size, with so many good, talented, and prosperous people, our stewardship is rather weak. Over the last fifteen years or so, total approximate stewardship received per year has vacillated in the range of $280,000.00 to $326,000.00. Our record year of $326,531.00 was a couple of years of ago. However, during the great bull market of the 90s—in which our country experienced the greatest accumulation of wealth in the history of the world—our Cathedral hardly benefited in stewardship. Furthermore, in the last few years, in which our personal property values have soared, our community has, once again, hardly benefited. I would think that we would not just want, but be eager, to share our blessings with Christ’s Church in gratitude for God blessing us with so much prosperity in this great nation of ours. Good Lord, what would we do to His Church in difficult times? Would we abandon our Mother Church wherein we are baptized, receive the saving grace of the sacraments, receive the “Medicine of our Immortality (Communion),” get married, and get buried? Will we neglect Her within which we hear the eternal Word and receive God’s grace and everlasting salvation? Will we forget and dishonor the memory and sacrifices of so many, including our parents and grandparents, who have gone before us to build, maintain, and give us our Church for our salvation and everlasting happiness? Will we betray their trust in us and forsake our children and grandchildren? I don’t know the answer to that question, but I do know that we can only predict the future from the past, and in the past, even in the most prosperous of times, we were apathetic, and at times, neglectful of our Church. We need a wakeup call to ensure that past is not prologue as we write the history of our parish together. 

Why has it come to this? Can we blame it on the idolatry of materialism? Can we blame it on the inexorable march of secular humanism in our public institutions or the erosion of values and respect for authority in a scary and rapidly changing world? Can we blame it on demographics? Or maybe our stewardship is low because of the scandals in the Roman Catholic Church or reports of scandals even within the Orthodox Churches. Maybe we are scandalized about the media reports on the Church of Greece, the Patriarchate of Constantinople, and the Patriarchate of Jerusalem. Maybe some of us are angry because there still is no unity among all the Orthodox jurisdictions in our country. We can blame it on a countless number of things, but it is pointless, unproductive, wasteful, and destructive to play the blame game. You and I cannot control the politics above us. But we can control how we behave and how we approach the future with its inevitable challenges. We can control what we do and how it will affect the lives of our children and the life our community. Ultimately, our children learn about their faith first and foremost from us, their community—not from all the politics above us. So it is within our community that we should and must be focused.

How, you may ask, can we do this? We must keep before us what Christ would do. Christ does not will condemnation; He wills repentance and salvation. As Christians, we don’t look to blame and condemn; we are positive, not negative. Our communities are called upon to be dynamic, changing, and transforming. After all, our faith is liberating, and we should not bind ourselves with all the chains that the devil creates in politics for his entertainment and our destruction. Therefore, let’s not play the devil’s blame game, and get to work in the Lord’s Vineyard. Having woken from our slumber, let’s be solution 
focused, disciplined, and committed. 

I propose a very simple and concrete solution to our stewardship problem. It is a simple and irrefutable matter of facts and numbers. Our mailing list is comprised of approximately 850 people. Over the last four years, we have reduced our budgeted expenditures to approximately $790,000.00. In 2001, we actually spent $892,538.00. That means we have reduced the budget quite significantly during an era of rapidly rising costs for energy and materials. Quite remarkable really, and so, we are not just “spending” money. Moreover, our property, plant, and equipment, are thirty years old and in dire need of repair, maintenance, and modernization. Our Parish Council is doing its best and doing it well. Over the last year we have repaired and replaced many things that were long overdue for repair—in fact, too many for me to enumerate at this point. 

Now, how do we get our stewardship to cover all of our expenses? It is very simple: everyone need only average $1,000.00 a year in his or her commitment. If everyone gave $1,000.00 a year, we would have $850,000.00 that would more than cover our budget and give us $60,000.00 more to budget aside for maintenance, repairs, and modernization, which inevitably come about every 10 years—especially, in a desert. Moreover, with the money that we raise from the Festival, we can put it to work to fulfill our mission as Christians in philanthropy, outreach, and evangelism. Now keep in mind that I am talking about an average. Many of you give much more than a $1,000.00 a year and we are very grateful for you who put your treasure where your heart is and demonstrate how much you value Christ’s Church, His ministries, and your community where our children and families are nurtured in their faith and heritage. Remember that $1,000.00 a year breaks down to less than $20.00 a week for your Church. Most of our people spend more than $20.00 a week on vending machine purchases drinks with their meals, Starbucks coffees, and deserts (just to name a common few) without even thinking about it. Let’s now start thinking about our Church and converting those afterthoughts to thoughtfulness and consideration of God’s Holy Church. Instead of putting the $20.00 in a machine for something unhealthy, let’s put it in the Church tray to 
pay for the lights, air, candles, liturgical beauty, supplies, coffee, etc that we utilize and benefit from every Sunday at Church. 

What about those few people who cannot afford $20.00 a week? Of course, there are always a few people who really cannot afford it, but my experience has been that those who you think cannot afford it are actually proportionally much more generous than those who give a good amount but who could in reality give so much more. Everyone knows that our stewardship is an open and free pledge. That is clear, unequivocal Archdiocesan policy. It is also Christian and biblical. We want everyone to give openly, freely, and gladly. We, therefore, should focus on our commitment and not be distracted thinking about others. There may be some who will fill out a pledge card and give nothing. That is between them and God. Theologically speaking, that is the risk we take when we trust and love: that our love will not be requited. This does not mean we should stop loving or never love. Likewise, with our stewardship, we will always keep it open and loving with no minimums, conditions, or strings. After all, love is not conditional. Indeed, a few may fill out a card and never give, or give very little for whatever reason. It happens everywhere, but we have faith, hope, and love; and we trust that our people can and will do better with their future commitments. 

We must always keep ever before us why we come to Christ’s Church: For God and ultimately for our eternal salvation. We do not come for any flag or ethnicity. We do not come for the Bishop or the Priest, or the choir or the chanter. We do not come for the Parish Council, to please others, or for appearances. We come for something that is not only very real but also eternal: Salvation. Bishops, Priests, choirs, chanters, and Parish Councils come and go. Most are good and some are not; but we do not come to Church for them. There will be politics, personalities, and difficulties everywhere. The proverbial grass is not greener on the other side—be it at another church or jurisdiction. You will always and everywhere encounter someone you may not like or wish not to encounter, but you do not come to Church for them. You may not like them; but love them and pray for them. Do not let them or anything political, get you angry and make you go away from your Church. Do not give power to the devil, for when you allow personalities and disagreements to keep you from coming to Church and supporting Christ’s ministries, you empower the devil, hurt others, confuse your children, and ultimately, destroy yourself—not anyone else. You are not going to agree with everyone all the time. That is OK and even natural. We are not clones (thank God) of one another. We are a community and not a gathering of isolated individuals; we find our salvation together and transcend our individuality in community; indeed, we realize our true divine being in communion with one another in Christ. No matter how imperfect each of us may be, the Holy Spirit perfects us all through the Grace of Christ and the Love of the Father in the Church. We cannot turn our back on our Church and neglect Her just because we are angry or unhappy because things do not go the way we think they should. In reality, we are no longer in Paradise, but through the Church, we are given a foretaste of Paradise in the sacraments, and we will one day be granted access to Paradise. 

My brothers and sisters in Christ, as we begin a new Liturgical Year, I ask, urge, and entreat you to pray as a family and make a commitment to your Church community. For those of you who give less than a $1,000.00 a year, stretch that extra $5.00, $10.00, or $15.00 a week so that we can pay our own bills and not rely upon the Phoenix Metropolitan area to pay our bills through our Festival. For you, the generous many, who already give $1,000.00 a year or more, please pray and consider increasing your pledge by ten percent to cover the increasing costs of energy and materials that are necessary to maintain and repair our facilities in this harsh desert climate. Remember always those who have sacrificed and handed down our Church to us. Remember that in the Church we receive Her priceless sacraments and eternal salvation. Remember that without the Church we would not know one another and would not have met our spouses and koumbaroi. Remember that without the Church we would not have our Precious Faith, our heritage, and our identity. Remember that without the Church we would not have our Church School, Greek School, and Parochial School. In the Church is memory everlasting and eternal life. Please remember your Church as the good and faithful Steward you are called upon to be by Christ Himself. Do not do it for me. Do it 
for Christ, and thereby, do it for yourself.

We are blessed to have a very good, generous and kind man who has labored diligently with joy in his heart for our Church as our Stewardship Chairman. His name is George Jouflas. Please do not hesitate to call George and speak to him about your stewardship. 

May God’s blessing be upon you and your families as we begin a new Liturgical Year together as a community of good and faithful stewards of His Church for the glory of God and the salvation of our souls. 

I humbly remain, yours in Christ, Father Jim


