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=m=a Festal Message
for the Glorious Peast of the Natzvzty 2018

“The People Sitting in Darkness
Have Seen a Great Light”

My Beloved, the Blessed Children
of the Holy Church,

Today, as we celebrate the birth of our
Lord, God, and Savior Jesus Christ,
we are rejoicing with the angels and
the heavenly hosts, as the angel pro-
claimed to the shepherds, “Do not by
afraid, for behold, I bring you good
tidings of great joy which will be to
all people. For there is born to you
this day in the city of David a Savior,
who is Christ the Lord” (Lk 2:10-11)
Christ came to be Light to the world,
as Isaiah prophesied about the com-
ing of Christ and said, “The people
who sat in darkness have seen a
great light, and upon those who sat
in the region and shadow of death
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light has dawned” (Mt 4:16)

But who are they, who are sitting in
darkness and in the region and shad-
ow of death? It is the entire human
race.

And what is the region of death?

It is the kingdom of sin into which
the human race has fallen after Ad-
am’s transgression and fall.

The fall of the first man, Adam, is
the fall of the entire human race. Sin
entered into the world by Adam’s
disobedience, and with sin came
death, because when Adam trans-
gressed, he was separated from God.
Consequently, Adam received eter-
nal death and came under the law of
death and corruption. Subsequently,
the entire human race was also af-
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fected, and mankind became sepa-
rated from God and under the decree
of death and corruption. This shows
that sin isn’t only an act, but is also
a state of disorder, as St. John wrote,
“Whoever commits sin also commits
lawlessness, and sin is lawlessness”
(1 Jn 3:4) Sin leads to death, not only
physical death, but also spiritual
death, which is the separation from
God, “For the wages of sin is death”
(Ro 6:23) The sin of the first man,
Adam, wasn’t just another sin, but
was the cause of sin entering into the
world, leading to the corruption of
the human nature, and making all of
Adam’s offspring sinful before God.
Through the Holy Bible, the Sayings
of the Fathers, and the Liturgies, the
Apostolic Tradition explains to us
how sin affected the first man and all
mankind.

1. St. Paul the Apostle explained ex-
tensively in the first three chapters of
the Epistle to the Romans the enor-
mous degree of evil towards which
all mankind has gone, and summa-
rized the human condition in this
way, “There is none righteous, no,
not one; there is none who under-
stands, there is none who seeks af-
ter God. They have all turned aside;
they have together become unprofit-
able; there is none who does good,
no, not one” (Ro 3: 10-12) St. Paul
continued, “For all have sinned and
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fall short of the glory of God” (Ro
3:23) Later, he explained the rea-
son why humanity has reached such
a degree of sin and the consequent
separation from God, “Therefore,
just as through one man sin entered
the world, and death through sin,
and thus death spread to all men,
because all sinned” (Ro 5:12) He
further said, “For as by one man's
disobedience many were made sin-
ners, so also by one Man's obedi-
ence many will be made righteous”
(Ro 5:19) Additionally, St. Paul de-
scribed the corruption of the human
nature and how sin reigned over man
and enslaved his will. Even if man
desired to liberate himself from the
power of sin, he could not free him-
self from its dominion. St. Paul ex-
pressed it in this way, “For the good
that I will to do, I do not do; but the
evil I will not to do, that I practice.
Now if I do what I will not to do, it
is no longer I who do it, but sin that
dwells in me...O wretched man that
1 am! Who will deliver me from this
body of death?” (Ro 7: 19, 20, 24)
Also, David the Prophet said, “Be-
hold, I was brought forth in iniquity,
and in sin my mother conceived me”
(Ps 50 (51):5)

2. In the Anaphora of St. Basil, the
priest prays, “Holy, holy, holy, in-
deed. O, Lord our God, who formed
us, created us, and placed in the

January-February 2018




THE VIRGIN OF THE HI-DESERT

Paradise of joy. When we disobeyed
Your commandment by the deceit of
the serpent, we fell from eternal life
and were exiled from the Paradise of
joy.” This shows that not only Adam
and Eve fell, but along with them the
entire human race, and they were ex-
iled from the Paradise of joy. Also,
in “The Litany of the Departed,” the
priest prays, “For no one is pure and
without blemish, even though his
life on earth is a single day.” Con-
sequently, even the day-old infant
needs baptism, because he is not
pure in front of God, but needs the
Blood of Christ to purify his corrupt-
ed and sinful nature and give him the
new nature.

3. St. Cyril of Alexandria explained
how Adam’s sin was imprinted on
the human race. He wrote in his
commentary on the Gospel of St.
John, “A human being is an animal
that is both rational and composite,
of a soul, that is, and this perish-
able earthly flesh. When humanity
was made and brought into being by
God, it did not have incorruptibility
or indestructibility from its own na-
ture. These belong essentially to God
alone. It was sealed by the Spirit of
life, and by its relation to the divine,
it gained the good that is above its
nature. ‘He breathed into his face,’
it says, ‘the breath of life; and the
man became a living soul.” (Ge 2:7)
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But when he was punished because
of his transgression, he justly heard,
‘Earth you are, and to earth you will
depart,” (Ge 3:19) and in so hearing
he was stripped of grace.”

My Beloved,

Today, we rejoice, because Christ’s
divine light has shined upon us, and
He has moved us from darkness to
light and from the region of death to
the region of the living.

Let us pray for the peace of the Holy
Church. Let us pray for our beloved
father, H. H. Pope Tawadros II.

Let us pray for every suffering soul
that Christ may shine upon it with
His light and fill all hearts with joy
and peace.

Let us pray for our beloved brothers
and sisters in Egypt, especially those
whose churches have been closed by
the power of darkness. We ask for
the intercessions of the Holy The-
otokos and entreat, “Through her
prayers and intercessions, O, Lord,
open for us the door of the church.
We ask you, O Mother of God, make
the doors of the churches open to the
believers.” Let us pray for the souls
of the martyrs, the wounded, and
their families in Helwan and Giza.

Wishing you many happy returns.

Metrqpofitan Serayion
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Recently,  had the blessing of attend-
ing a college youth meeting in which
they were discussing the sanctity of
marriage in Church and society. Not
surprisingly, the issue of same-sex
marriage came up and the servant
asked the youth, “If you were invited
to the same-sex wedding of a close
friend, would you attend?” Quite
surprisingly (at least to me), a couple
of Orthodox Christian youth indicat-
ed that they would indeed attend out
of a sense of love and friendship. For
them, to not attend was to essential-
ly end the relationship, because their
friends would immediately disown
them if they did not attend. Sensing
some tension between this view and
the Christian Church’s unequivocal
rejection of same-sex relationships
and marriage, one youth bravely
offered that he would go only after
he made it clear to his friend that he
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VS LA Copts.org,
does not support same-sex marriage,
but is only going out of friendship.

While the youth who said they
would attend a same-sex wedding
were a clear minority that day, I’'m
sure there are many youth who may
feel the same way or have even been
put in this exact situation. For this
reason, it’s a good time to meditate
on what our Lord Jesus Christ would
have done and what the mind of the
Church is on such matters.

At the very outset, I commend the
youth who said they would attend
a same-sex wedding for the sake of
their friend, even though (as we shall
see) I absolutely disagree with their
choice. No one can deny the love in
their hearts for their friends and for
those who struggle with same-sex
attraction. When they reasoned that
going to a same-sex wedding was
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the right choice, it was not neces-
sarily because they agreed with the
lifestyle, but rather, because they
wanted to express a Christlike love
towards their friends.

I commend them for their love, but
sadly, their way of expressing that
love reflects a distortion of love that
is easily identified in modern so-
ciety. Today, love is equated with
unrestrained acceptance. People are
taught to be tolerant of others even
when they engage in behaviors that
lead to spiritual death (such as same-
sex relationships).

But that is not a Christian love. The
Holy John Chrysostom summed it
up nicely when he said, “Show me
a Christian who is not concerned
about the salvation of his neighbor
and I will show you no Christian.”
In other words, Christian love com-
pels us to admonish others for the
sake of their salvation. It stems from
our general duty to care for others. If
we heard, for example, that someone
was physically sick, wouldn’t we be
eager to call and ask about them? Or
better yet, to visit them and speak a
compassionate word? If we are this
sensitive to one another’s physical
sicknesses, how much more sensi-
tive should we be towards one an-
other’s spiritual sicknesses, which,
after all, are much more dangerous
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and life threatening?

When a person tells us they are liv-
ing in sin, we cannot simply pretend
everything is okay and turn a blind
eye. Instead, we must find a way
to accept the person while making
clear we don’t accept the sin just as
our Lord Jesus Christ did when He
told both the paralytic and the sin-
ful woman, “Sin no more” (Jn 5:14,
8:11).

Throughout the Holy Scripture, we
are reminded of our duty to admon-
ish one another. In his prophetic
book, the Holy Prophet Daniel said,
“Those who are wise shall shine like
the brightness of the firmament, and
those who turn many to righteous-
ness like the stars forever and ever”
(Da 12:3). What a beautiful promise
found here in the OT! “Those who
turn many to righteousness” will
shine like the stars forever and ever.
Later, in the NT, the Holy Apostle
John teaches us, “If anyone sees his
brother sinning a sin which does not
lead to death, he will ask, and He will
give him life for those who commit
sin not leading to death” (1 Jn 5:16).
Where is the focus in this verse? It
is on the man who sees his brother
committing sin and works to reme-
dy it. This is love, brothers and sis-
ters, not simply to see sin and ignore
it. Consider what the Holy Apostle
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James says on exactly this topic in
the final verse of his epistle:

Brethren, if anyone among you wan-
ders from the truth, and someone
turns him back, let him know that he
who turns a sinner from the error of
his way will save a soul from death
and cover a multitude of sins (Jas
5:19-20).

This passage teaches us clearly that
we have an obligation as Christians
to admonish sinners. In his Sermons
on Leviticus, Origen of Alexandria
wrote, “A man who converts others
will have his own sins forgiven.” If
you look at the verse carefully, you
will see that the soul saved from
death is the soul of the sinner, but the
one whose multitude of sins are cov-
ered is the person doing the admon-
ishing. This is the beautiful promise
God makes to all of us. If we admon-
ish others, we might save a soul from
death and cover a multitude of our
own sins.

There are many ways to admonish
others. If possible, we can speak with
them directly, and so long as it is
done in love and humility, they will
listen. When it’s impossible to speak
directly, there are nonverbal ways of
admonishing others. For example, if
a person tells us about a particular
sin for which he is not repentant, we
might respond by looking away with
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And he taid, v him,“You shelh feoe the, Losd yoan ol
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MATTHEW 22°37-3%

a pained expression in order to send
a clear message that we are not okay
with this. Another example would be
to apologize and not attend an event
at which a the person plans to com-
mit a sin, like a same-sex wedding.
The nonverbal communication can
be anything that relays the message
that we are in pain and anguish over
this person’s sin.

Regardless of whether we admonish
others verbally or non-verbally, our
disposition must be loving and hum-
ble with absolutely no contempt or
judgment. In the end, we are all sin-
ners; even if we admonish another
person in one matter, we ourselves
need to be admonished in many oth-
er matters. People today oftentimes
refuse to accept correction, because
they feel the correcting person has
a “holier than thou” attitude. He
approaches the sinner from a sense
of superiority, which immediately
causes the sinner to become defen-
sive. This is not, however, the prop-
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er way of admonishing sinners. Any
admonishment must be done with
the understanding that the admon-
ishing person is more of a sinner
than the person he is admonishing.
Otherwise, it simply does not work.

What if we try to admonish someone,
but are not successful? The Holy
Hilary of Arles teaches us, “Some-
one who preaches to sinners in order
to convert them will save his soul,
even if the people he preaches to are
not actually converted.” How beau-
tiful is this promise! Our sins will be
covered if only we try to admonish
sinners; success is not necessarily re-
quired for the reward.

From all of this, we learn that ad-
monishing one another is a Christian
duty and responsibility. We all need
to regularly admonish one another,
because this is how we encourage
each other to mature in the faith. If
any one of you was weak and falling
into temptation, wouldn’t you want
your brothers and sisters to love you
enough to speak to you about it? Or
would you want them to be indiffer-
ent and leave you alone? Just as we
want this done to us, we should do
it to others. This is one of the many

things that binds us together as the
Church, the Body of Christ. Our
salvation cannot be accomplished
individually, but rather, it must be
accomplished through koinonia,
through the fellowship brought about
by mutual admonition.

So, what should a person do if their
close friend invites them to a same-
sex wedding? If it were me, I would
tell my friend that, although I love
him dearly and want every joy for
him, I simply cannot agree with this
lifestyle, because my first love is for
God.1 If he is open to understanding
my viewpoint more, I would share the
good news of the Gospel and speak
about the life of holiness to which
God has called all mankind. If he is
not open to my viewpoint and quick-
ly labels me a bigot or as one who is
intolerant, I would remind him that
my love for him has not changed and
that I will always be there for him in
anything that does not contradict my
loyalty towards God. If that friend
chooses to abandon me, it will be
because of his intolerance, not mine.
As for me, I will be content in the
blessings God promises to those who
show love by admonishing others in
all love and humility.

Do not reprove a scoflar,
or ha will hate you;

reprove a wise

man and he

will love yvou.

= Provarbs 9:8 =

- =

The Feast of Eplphany i1s a day of
joy, my brothers, for this is the day
that the divinity of Christ is an-
nounced to us.

In the Gospel according to Saint
John, of this day saint John the Bap-
tist says: “I have seen and witnessed
that this is the Son of God” We give
this day several names: “Feast of the
Glorious Epiphany”, “The Day of
Divine Revelation” and “Festival of
Lights”.

We find the narrative of the baptism
of Christ in the four gospels. St. John
the beloved, refers to the Divinity of
Christ through the event of His Bap-
tism.

If we look at the biography of St.
John the Baptist, we see that the
council of the Sanhedrin sent to him
asking: “Who are you?”” His answer
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was clear and concluswe' He re-
ferred to himself as a voice that came
to prepare the way before Christ the
Word.

What is the difference between word
and voice?

The word is effective, but the voice
is only declarative. An example to
illustrate the difference between
sound and speech is, when we talk
about sacraments, when the priest
reads the absolution to the person
after confession, he reads it aloud.
However, the act of forgiveness is
done through the work of the Holy
Spirit. The material is the sound but
by the Lord’s action it becomes ef-
fective.

John the Baptist said of himself that
he is not Christ but a loud voice be-
fore Him. The great saint lived in the
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wilderness for 30 years. He complet-
ed his theological study during his
time in the wilderness, in the school
of Christ, and his teacher was the
Holy Spirit. He lived his ascetic life
eating locusts and wild honey, and
his life was very difficult.

After he came back to the world, he
began calling people to repent, as
the prophet Isaiah said: “Every val-
ley shall be full, and all its piles shall
be cut off, and the straight road shall
be straight.” The high will fall and
the lowly will rise, until the road be-
comes straight and level.

This is the work of St. John the Bap-
tist, who is the voice proclaiming
that the roads that are wrought are
straight paths.

This is done through repentance. The
person whose spirit has fallen due to
repeated sin, his spirit will rise when
he repents, through hope. The arro-
gant lowers his spirit by repentance
and humility.

There are many prophecies about
Christ saying He will send water
for purification, that is baptism. The
baptism of John was with water for
cleansing, but the baptism of Christ
is in the Holy Spirit.

We have attained the actual purity
of the sacrament of baptism. Christ
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established the sacrament of baptism
through which the Holy Spirit solves
a great mystery.

Nicodemus asked Christ about his
second birth saying: “Should I enter
into my mother’s belly a second time
to be reborn?”’

The Scripture says, we should not
test the Lord, as some do, by saying
how the Holy Spirit descends over
the water of baptism? We do not
see the holy spirit come upon water
during baptism, but we believe that
the Lord is present in the water of
baptism even if we do not see Him.

St. John the Beloved wrote: “in The
next day Jesus looked at the com-
ing”, and that word (tomorrow) has
a spiritual meaning because it refers
to the coming of Jesus, who carries
with Him the new day full of victory
and hope in the resurrection.

Saint John the Baptist meets Jesus in
his mother’s womb. We meet Christ
every day on the altar, presenting
Himself to us on the altar. The Lord,
His whole being is with us, giving us
His body to eat, and we shall live by
Him.

Tomorrow, my brethren, is near.
Saint John the Baptist preached
To those who are in hades about
the hope of the Resurrection. He
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preached to them about Christ, Say-
ing “the Lamb of God, who carried
the sin of the whole world”.

Perhaps, he was the answer to our
Father Abraham’s question, where
is the lamb for the burnt offering.
Abraham had everything with him,
the altar, the wood, and the knife, but
he was looking for the lamb, where
was the lamb, and the days pass.
And at last, father Abraham sees the
lamb, as all the prophets said regard-
ing Him, is the Lamb of God, who
carries the sin of the entire world.

Whatever you think, my beloved,
that your sin is great, The Lamb is
capable of carrying it. The Lord has
placed the lamb as a symbol of Him.
People eat the meat of the lamb and
cover themselves with his wool.
The lamb was slaughtered for us, to
nourish us and to cover us. The lamb
didn’t leave anything of himself, but
gave it all to us.

May the Lord give us even Himself
in Christ Jesus, the Lord who came
to us and walked among us and suf-
fered for us, nevertheless, He did not
need to, but did it all for the great-
ness of His love for us.
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A difficult question:

If our Lord tells you to speak with
ISIS today, what will you do?

Yes, don’t be surprised by the ques-
tion! The city of Mosul is ISIS head-
quarters. It is Nineveh, the great city
the did all kind of evil against God!

What was your reaction after you
found this piece of information?!
What was your attitude after watch-
ing ISIS’ numerous videos portray-
ing their evil by burning and brutally
killing incent people?! And how do
you feel about those ISIS followers?!

Is it fear? Of course! Who wasn’t
fearful while watching them burn
a man alive and videotaping it mo-
ment by moment?!

Rage? Of course! And who didn’t
wish that God would banish them
from the face of the earth, or hoped
that fire would devour them, as they
left people’s heart burning for their
loved ones!!
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Praying for their repentance? Of
course not! After what they have
done, even if they repented, will God
ever accept their repentance?!!

What would your response be now
if God commissioned you to travel
to Mosul to speak with them about
repentance and returning to God?

Forgive us, O Jonah, for we have
given you a considerable deal of
criticism for fleeing from the God’s
orders, for sleeping on the ship, and
for your wrath, because God had
mercy on the people of Nineveh and
accepted their repentance.. !!

O my Good Lord, Thank You for
“You do not desire the death of a
sinner, rather he returns and lives”.

Your love for man is not affected by
the evil he commits, but You give
everyone the opportunity to repent.
You, Lord, see in every human be-
ing, “smoking flax, that You do not
quench” Thank You.
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Under the Auspice of
H. E. Metropolitan Serapion
Diocese of Los Angeles,
Southern California & Hawaii

The Virgin of The Hi-Desert
A monthly newsletter published by
Saint Mary Coptic Orthodox Church

Clergy
Fr. Michael Ibrahim
Cell: (760) 486 - 0856
Frmichaelibrahim@stmarychurchvy.com

Saint Mary Church Physical Address:
14647 Bonanza Rd
Victorville, CA 92392

Saint Mary Church Mailing Address:
P.0. Box 190
Victoryville, CA 92393

Phone: (760) 241 - 6279
Email: stmarychurchvv@aol.com

Newsletter email:
VirginOfHiDesert@aol.com

Visit us at the church official Website
http://www.stmarychurchvy.com

Follow us on Facebook at:
StMary Coptic Church Victorville

YouTube channel:
Saint Mary Coptic Orthodox Church
Victorville

L.A. Diocese’s Website:
http://www.lacopts.org

Weekly Services
Suncfa_y: ;2|
8:00 -11:15 AM Divine Litingy ] || julaill
17:30 -12:30 PMW Sunday Schaal

12:30 -7:30 PN Servants’ Weeting 2l gloial
o &bt

Wec(nescfay: clesy il
8:00 - 10:30 AW Divine Liturgy bl Y1 uladll

6:00 - 7:00 PN Advanced Fymuns Clase
dangia dlsya glafi guyn
Friday:

saconl
8:00 - 10:50 AW Divine Letungy bl Yl Julall
S dt ot

5:00 - 6:00 P Chioin Practice

2l yuylaa

Jlig=

WPV
7:00 - $:00 P rnabic and English Bible Study
Sidajlg e gunia Glis dwlya
7:00 - 8:00 P Famdly Weeting
(Thie Last Friday of the Wlonth)
(il J5 a azon A1)

:-:l._l.u.l.”

6:00 - 7:00 PW Fymne and Coptic

agul)l glosial

Satum[a}/:

6:00 - 7:00 P Advanced Fymns .
gl yuya
7:00 - 8:30 PN Vespers and Sevwmon
el el
7:35 - 9:00 PW Servant Prepp Clase
@lai slacl Ja9
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