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Beloved brothers and sisters, friends and benefactors of the Orthodox Church of the Annunciation, I greet 
you at the beginning of the 37th year of our parish and the 25th year of my being your parish priest.  Glory 
to Jesus Christ!  I want to begin by thanking God for His great Love and Kindness, and His Holy Mother 
and all the Saints for their prayers.  Saint Paisios the Athonite once said, commenting on the departure of 
modern man from faith: “Our Good God is guarding our world with both arms.  In the past, He needed 
only one.”  God is helping so much!  We must always thank Him for “benefits known and unknown.”  I 
want to thank my dear Matushka, Cheryl Katherine, who is a guardian angel watching over me and the 
gift of the priesthood that was given to me as a sacred trust.  Finally, I want to thank my extended family, 
the members of the Parish Council, those of the parish committees, and each and every one of you for 
your patience, love, support, good counsel and hard work.  I am, time and again, amazed by the sincerity 
of your faith and love for God and His Church. 

The theme of this year’s meeting is “We are God’s co-workers.”  The term “co-workers” excludes both 
the notion of hirelings and that of independent contractors.  It means instead that we are the Body of 
Christ (1 Cor. 12:27).  We are the presence of Our Lord’s compassionate hands, His healing words, His 
sympathetic ears, His feet shod with the Good News and ready to move in love in this world that we share 
with Him.  Saint Seraphim of Sarov once wrote, “Everything to do with the Church is like an inner fire 
enkindling us ... be it only cleaning the floor…”  This makes sense to me when I contemplate the life of 
our Lord.  No act seemed beneath Him, however menial it appeared to be.  He brought His Incarnate 
Hands and Presence to the act customarily performed by the lowest-ranked servant in any household: the 
washing of the feet of His disciples (Jn. 13:4ff.).  I dare you to tell me whether you are more impressed by 
Christ’s calming the winds and the waves at a single command or His stooping down to wash the feet of 
His disciples.  We Christians are the disciples of a God Who washes the feet of His creatures.  Christ’s 
deed translates very well in a story that our dear friend Tsige told me about her work in Ethiopia.  She 
said that when she went to minister to one neglected and dying invalid who was living in a hovel, the 
smell of the neglected person was so bad that she told her two female employees (disciples): “You can 
stay and help if you wish to do so, but you do not have to do this.”  She was so happy when they stayed.  I 
was happy to hear of it.  And, I would venture to say, so was the Christ, Who washed the dirty feet of His 
Apostles. 

Every good and perfect gift comes from God, but no good gift is given which does not include the cost of 
those sacrifices associated with good stewardship.  Saint Paul reminds us that “the gifts and calling of 
God are without repentance” (Rom. 11:29).  In other words, once received, once accepted, these gifts go 
with us to the judgment seat of Christ – as talents either faithfully made more fruitful or unfaithfully 
buried in the ground.  I beg all of you here – God’s co-workers: “[L]et us not be weary in well doing: for 
in due season we shall reap, if we faint not” (Gal. 6:9).  

One of the great “gifts and callings” of this year came on February 27th, when two Syrian Orthodox, 
unknown to each other, showed up at the church.  They gave no indication that they knew that it was the 
Feast Day of St. Raphael Hawaweeny, but God and His Saint did.  Saint Raphael was a Syrian Orthodox 
whose parents had fled from Damascus during a violent persecution of Christians by the Druze (sometime 
before his birth in 1860).  After having been raised in the Bab Touma Quarter of Damascus, Syria during 
his childhood years, he was later ordained to the priesthood and chosen to go to Moscow as the 
representative of the Antiochian Church.  He later came to America (1895) in search of the many Syrians 
who were scattered throughout America and without priestly care.  He made the first of several of his 
cross-country trips in 1896 and visited 30 cities between New York and San Francisco, “seeking out the 



Master’s lost sheep in cities, towns, and on isolated farms.  He fed the spiritually hungry Syrian people 
with the Word of God in each place where he stopped.  He performed marriages, baptisms, heard 
confessions, and celebrated the Divine Liturgy in the homes of the faithful where there was no church 
building.”  Saint Raphael was later to be the first Orthodox priest to be consecrated to the Orthodox 
episcopacy on American soil.  (He was glorified in 2000 by the Orthodox Church in America.) 

Now, we fast-forward to 2015.  While much of our contemporary world was co-suffering with the people 
of Syria as they continued to undergo prolonged persecution from radicalized Muslims, St. Raphael was 
making another trip to Central Coast California to gather the Syrians and minister to the brothers, sisters 
and countrymen of those he found in America in 1896.  Ever since Lucy Abboud and Michael Ghariba 
came on that day in February, numerous other Syrians have come to be ministered to and to pray with us.  
Their joys, trials and sorrows have become our own.  We anxiously awaited the birth of Lucy’s baby and 
rejoiced at the news of a good and normal birth.  We stood in prayer with Attih and Ikhlas al Khoure, the 
parents of Fadi, when Fadi was struck by a car but was miraculously given back to his parents relatively 
unharmed.  And we wait in hope with those who still have family members in harm’s way in Syria and 
are doing their best to provide them with safe passage to the West.  I thank St. Raphael for bringing these 
Orthodox brothers and sisters to us.  I want to announce today, with your council’s support and Samir’s 
agreement, the appointment of Samir Fadel to the official position of “liaison” between our community 
and the Syrian Orthodox community living in this area – until such time as they are all able to speak the 
English language.  Already you have begun to join us as co-workers of God in our parish life.  You have 
been with us in the work of prayer at the Divine Liturgy and in our fundraising efforts.  It was a joy to 
watch Lucy Abboud and her mother, Laila Helal, chop ingredients for tabouli and roll stuffed grape 
leaves the Syrian way.  Our one lemon tree has never looked better or produced more fruit since Elias 
trimmed and propped it up.  Only yesterday, I was with two of their Antiochian Bishops who were 
visiting here from their war-torn home of Syria.  It was such a joy to be with the Bishops and hear them 
minister to their people in America. I can imagine it was like the Antiochian Orthodox who greeted St. 
Raphael when he first came to America in 1895.  Again, we welcome you with open arms, as you have 
welcomed us into your hearts. 

Statistically, we report that we crowned the marriage of Greg and Debbie McDonell on April 26th.  We 
currently have three catechumens: Rhoda DeLeon and Tom and Victoria Lathos, with another couple 
ready to begin instruction.  Michael Ghariba relocated to Santa Barbara to find work, but he was the only 
person who had to relocate last year; and he came to visit us last night.  There are other new faces starting 
to grow familiar around the parish but who have not yet expressed their desire to join our community. 

Now, I come to the wonder, gratitude, and generosity I have felt when I look at the way we have worked 
together during 2015.  So many times, when some small thing comes up to be done, I end up doing it 
myself – because I cannot think of anyone who is not already doing many jobs for the Church while 
earning his own bread.  This may be wrong on my part, since nothing done for the church, including the 
things I do, is done for my sake but for Christ’s sake. And when I ask you to do something for the 
Church, I am also asking God to give you His strength and help. But I assure you, my reluctance to ask 
comes out of my pastoral sympathy and respect for you and what you do as God’s co-workers.   

However, for us to meet the growing amount of work that needs to be done in our church, we will need 
everyone to help – longtime and newer members, young and old.  And because we are busy with so many 
things in our complicated lives, we will have to remind ourselves that this is the church entrusted to us by 
God and that we accepted and owned every sacrifice made to bring us where we are.  This vision of 
placing God first is what led Edith Kaplan to sell her home so that we could buy this property.  It later led 
Sarah Rohrmann to bequeath every dollar to the Church so that we could build our beautiful temple.  It is 
the same spirit that led Tsige Gobezie to sell all that she had to go help the homeless and the poor of 
Ethiopia, and that led us to send her thousands of dollars during 2015 to do her work.  It calls choir 
director Peter Howe and the members of the choir to devote countless hours to the beauty of our Divine 



Services.  It summons all of us to spend many of those moments outside of our paying jobs: cooking, 
cleaning and carrying things here and there to raise the extra funds needed to keep our church doors open.  
Brian Diederich and Lana Thomas coordinated our Thanksgiving and Christmas charities.  Matushka 
Cheryl Katherine, Elise and John Russell, Sunday Ballas, Brian and Cristina Diederich and Brian Richey 
teach our children the Faith every other Sunday.  There are dishwasher par excellence Charles Ankner, 
and floor maintenance man Mike Miller, faithfully at their posts.  Steve Fetzko, Mike Meko and John 
Russell willingly repair what they can around the church.  Mike Tscheekar, Chris and Stephen Diederich 
and Andrew Richey help me in the altar.  Mike Meko organizes the readers’ schedule and assigns John, 
Elise, Katie and Anna Russell, along with Brian Richey, Chris and Stephen Diederich, and Peter Howe to 
do the appointed readings.  Luci Fetzko, in addition to many other jobs, specifically maintains all the data 
records to keep the greater community informed about all of our events – and this list is ever-growing.  
Olga Howe contacts the local media and works with our advertising in local newspapers.  I cannot even 
count the number of hours that your treasurer Sunday Ballas spends on keeping the financial records of 
our church in perfect order and chairing the fundraising committee.  Peter Shkabara manages our Web 
Page, and never once has he not immediately posted what I ask him to post.  Heather MacKean (our 
skilled labor) continues to paint magnificent icons on our walls, while Mike Miller and I (the unskilled 
labor), along with anyone we can corral, help move the scaffolding around so she can do her work.  Helen 
Manolas keeps the flowers watered – as I said last year, the job with the most obvious success or failure 
outcomes.  The members with younger backs – Brian Richey, Joseph Nuño, Joseph Oliveras, Aaron 
Cantrell and others – go up and down the ladder to put things in the attic.  I cannot imagine a parish 
council that works better and more closely with their priest than ours.  This year, Charles Ankner resigned 
due to his impending move to Texas and Loren P., the alternate, agreed to take his place.  I thank Charles 
for his service and Loren for his willingness to serve.  After many years of service, Luci Fetzko has asked 
that she be blessed not to serve on council for some time.  Thank you, Luci, for your many years of 
service.  In his report, John Truman rightly noted the blessed outcomes of the surgeries recently 
undergone by members of our parish – Maria S., Mike T., Linda D., and your aging priest.  Even with the 
blessing of the outcomes of these surgeries, I am nevertheless ever more aware that the people who have 
physically worked hard for the parish during the last 25 years are starting to slow down.  We need new 
hands and feet to become Christ’s hands and feet.  Humbly, I say: “All hands on deck!” – of God’s Ark, 
His Church.  We need people to start asking what they can do to help, instead of waiting to be asked.   

This year we were blessed to put a new roof on the parish home, the only building that pre-dates our 
purchase and development of this property.  I believe the price we were given by Contractor Barajas was 
a miracle in itself.  He did the work for half the cost of the highest bid, and before the rains began.  None 
of the other contractors could promise starting the work before February.  Instead, it was done in 
December.  Lana’s home is now watertight.  No one expected a large donation to come in that virtually 
covered the cost of the roof, but it did.  Glory to God!  Our grounds and buildings are in good shape 
overall, but we would like to ask the parish’s vote of confidence to replace the social hall doors, using the 
surplus funds of 2015.  When sunlight begins to come into the building through the cracks in the doors, 
it’s probably time to have them replaced: Right?  We look forward to more icons being painted and are 
now at the backside of funds dedicated to the iconography.  We certainly will be asking people to help 
sponsor Heather’s ongoing work.  I am confident that we’ll be done with the dome before the 30-foot 
climb up the ladder becomes, well … less than manageable for Heather. 

We celebrated around 150 Divine Services during 2015.  We again had to adapt our schedule for Sunday 
Matins to our choir director's work schedule.  This has meant that we have not been doing Matins on 
Sundays.  We did a few of the feast day Liturgies at 6AM – but began serving some of them at 8AM or 
9AM.  These Liturgies were usually attended by 10 to 15 persons.  Most of you were at work.  Saturday 
Great Vespers is normally attended by 10 to 15 persons, but some new faces have appeared – which is 
encouraging.  The Sunday Divine Liturgy is nearly always attended by everyone who is a real part of our 
community.  Lenten and Holy Week services were, on the whole, well attended.  Lent begins late this 



year – on March 14th – and PASCHA is on May 1st.  It is our turn to welcome His Eminence, Archbishop 
BENJAMIN, to this year’s celebration of The Feast of Annunciation on March 25th, as the other Church 
of Annunciation in our Diocese (in Milwaukie, OR) had His Eminence last year.   

During 2015, I visited hospitals when we had parishioners who were hospitalized.  I regularly visit our 
shut-ins.  In two weeks, I will travel again to Ethiopia.  This time I will be joined by Olga H. and Cristina 
D.  I hope you will continue to donate the thousands of dollars that you yearly give to this astonishing 
work.  I am serving another term as Dean of the Pacific Southwest Deanery.  In addition to my priestly 
duties here, I continue my work as Confessor to nuns at the Kazan Skete and – to a lesser degree – to the 
holy Monastery of St. Barbara.  I serve on the Diocesan Council and am the chairperson for the Diocesan 
Department of Charities. 

I ask your forgiveness for all my many pastoral shortcomings and stubborn sins.  I never wanted to offend 
or hurt any of you and I am not conscious of being at odds with anyone in the parish.  If I have done 
wrong and am unaware of it, please call me aside and let me know.  With the help of God and your 
support and prayers, I will try to be a better pastor in the coming year.   

  

With pastoral love and affection, I remain yours in Christ, 

 

Archpriest Lawrence Russell, Rector 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


