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Dear Faithful of St. Andrew Parish, 

The Lord's blessing be upon you! 

In less than a week our parish will, for the very first time, host a diocesan event 

known as the "Diocesan Fall Gathering" (formerly the "delegates meeting"). St. 

Andrew Church has never provided our facilities and service to host such a 

ministry meeting for our diocese. Though the Fall Gathering is not a function on 

the scale of our annual summer Parish Life Conferences or our bi-annual 

Archdiocesan Conventions, the Fall Gathering is an opportunity to do several 

very important things as a parish. 

1. Do our part in hosting the on-going ministry of our local Diocese of Los 

Angeles and the West. Many of our sister churches have hosted such meetings, 

and now it is our turn to do our share. It is an expression of responsibility. 

2. Welcome our father in God, His Grace Bishop JOSEPH, back home in the 

parish as well as a goodly number of our brothers and sisters from many of the 55 

parishes in our Diocese.  

3. Participate in the collaborative work of the Antiochian Women, the Fellowship 

of St. John the Divine (young adults), and the Teen SOYO. Each of these 

ministries will be holding planning and brainstorming sessions on Saturday.  

Besides these activities of the Fall Gathering we are also pleased to pray with His 

Grace The Service of Groundbreaking on our new property after the 

Sunday Divine Liturgy to officially commence the construction process for our 

new Church Temple.  

We Orthodox Christians are members of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic 

Church. That Church manifests its catholic fullness not just in the celebration of 

divine worship in every local parish, but also in interactions of the larger 

church as we participate with our sister 

churches locally in worship and 

ministry, and in functions on the 

diocesan, archdiocesan, patriarchal, and 

ecumenical levels. Our oneness in the 

Christian family extends to all Orthodox 

believers in every place and time.  

So...over the course of October 10-12 

come to church and meet a few of your 

cousins.  

Asking the Lord to bless each of you, 

Father Josiah   

St. Andrew Orthodox Church - Riverside, CA 
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WHY I DO NOT GAMBLE OR ENCOURAGE OTHERS TO DO SO  

By V. Reverend Michael Laffoon 

G ambling is a huge enterprise in the U.S. According 

to the American Gaming Association, gross 

revenues for all forms of gambling for 2006 were nearly 

91 billion dollars. This amount does not include internet 

gambling. Casinos alone employ some 354,000 people. 

Neither does it include private gambling. 

Most people either have or do participate in some form 

of gambling. According to the website of the National 

Council on Problem Gambling (NCPG), 

ñApproximately 85% of U.S. adults have gambled at 

least once in their lives; 60% in the past year. Some 

form of legalized gambling is available in 48 states plus 

the District of Columbia. The two without legalized 

gambling are Hawaii and Utah.ò 

A fraction of Americans who gamble are problem 

gamblers. The NCGP site states, ñ2 million (1%) of 

U.S. adults are estimated to meet criteria for 

pathological gambling in a given year. Another 4-6 

million (2-3%) would be considered problem gamblers; 

that is, they do not meet the full diagnostic criteria for 

pathological gambling, but meet one of more of the 

criteria and are experiencing problems due to their 

gambling behavior. Research also indicates that most 

adults who choose to gamble are able to do 

responsibly.ò 

So, if these numbers are correct, the majority of adult 

gambling behavior do so ñresponsibly.ò At the same 

time 6 to 8 million problem gamblers can and do cause 

significant pain and suffering for themselves and their 

families. 

If ñonlyò 6 to 8 million of Americans gamble who 

gamble on a yearly basis are ñpathologicalò or 

ñproblemò gamblers, what then is the problem with 

gambling? What does the Church teach us about 

gambling? 

Gambling is not mentioned in the Bible by name, 

although the love of money certainly is. For instance, 1 

Timothy 6:10 For the love of money is the root of all 

evils, Hebrews 13:5 Keep your life free from love of 

money, and be content with what you have. Getting rich 

quick is advised against in the book of Proverbs, Wealth 

hastily gotten will dwindle (13:11). The soldiers at the 

foot of the cross cast lots for the tunic of Christ (John 

19:23), giving a negative 

association with gambling for gain. 

There are canons against gambling 

(i.e. ñdiceò). Apostolic Canon 42 

states, ñIf a bishop or presbyter, or 

deacon, is addicted to the dice or 

drinking, let him either give it over, 

or be deposed,ò and Canon 43 ñIf a 

subdeacon, reader, or singer, 

commit the same things, let him either give over, or be 

excommunicated.ò Canon 50 of the Quinisext Council 

(692 A.D.) is even stronger, ñNo one at all, whether 

cleric of layman, is from this time forward to play at 

dice. And if any one hereafter shall be found doing so, if 

he be a clergy he is to be deposed, if a layman let him be 

cut off [from Holy Communion]. 

Note that Apostolic Canons focus on addiction to dice 

(or drinking) but by the 7th Century the Canon 

condemns the mere playing of dice.  

St. John Chrysostom (4th century), the great preacher of 

Antioch, said this in a sermon, ñA passion for dice-

playing hath often caused blasphemies, injuries, anger, 

reproaches, and a thousand other things more fearful 

still.ò (Sermon 15, On the Statues). Certainly gambling 

is too often the occasion of foul and abusive language 

(out of frustration for losses and in cruel celebration for 

winnings), anger between friends, and friction between 

spouses and so on. 

Gambling institutions have less than stellar reputations. 

Las Vegasô nickname is ñSin Cityò for a reason. 

Wherever there are casinos, there is prostitution and, 

often, organized crime. It is a fact that Las Vegas and 

Atlantic City as gambling centers were founded by 

mobsters. So crime and gambling businesses go hand in 

hand. On a deeper level however, these casinos and 

gambling ñdestinationsò are temples of crass 

materialism, cathedrals built to exalt base passions. The 

sexually charged revues and shows, the flow of free (or 

inexpensive) liquor on the casino floors, all of this tells 

us what image of man is being presented here: Man is 

mere appetite. Another unofficial motto, ñWhat happens 

in Vegas stays in Vegasò testifies to the immorality that 

is exalted in such venues. These gambling ñresortsò are 
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designed to separate people from their money, hence the 

clich®, ñWhen you are in Las Vegas, say hello to my 

money.ò 

The other negative aspect of gambling is the question of 

stewardship. As is made clear in Scripture, we will be 

judged by what we do with the blessings bestowed upon 

us by God (Matthew 25:31-46). We need to very 

seriously compare the money we give to and for the 

needy versus the funds we spend on ourselves for our 

entertainment. Thousands of dollars thrown away in 

gambling and a few hundred for the needy (not to 

mention the Church) is simply sinful. Stewardship of 

our time is also important. Again, what does it say about 

someone who claims to be a Christian if he spends hours 

gambling and little or no time reading Scripture, 

attending Church services other than Sundays or 

otherwise learning more about his Faith? Too many 

make regular trips to Las Vegas, and too few make 

regular pilgrimages to monasteries. 

I can hear some of you now, ñBut Father I gamble as 

entertainment, for a diversion.ò Certainly God does not 

wish us to be unhappy. We should enjoy the goodness 

of Godôs creation and the fellowship of our fellow man. 

In fact this is the idea behind the Sabbath, not only to 

rest from labor, but to pause and appreciate the 

goodness of God as seen in nature and in one another. 

Am I saying that all gambling is sinful? No, I am not. 

What I do say, however, is that we need to apply a test 

to all of our ñleisureò activities. We need to ask 

ourselves if what we are doing (seeing, hearing, etc) is 

blessable. To put it another way, Does it glorify God? 

Does it make us wiser or better? Does it further the 

salvation of others or myself? 

To make the occasional friendly bet, to play poker with 

friends for small stakes, these types of activities can be 

part of our fellowship with our fellow man, but only as 

long as we avoid anger, resentment, and other passions. 

Sadly, this is not often the case. Not only do arguments 

and ill feelings arise over such private gambling, but 

some people come to love their gambling at the expense 

of God and family. For instance, I know of cases where 

the ñregular card gameò took precedence over 

attendance at Lenten Services. This is nothing but 

shameful, and yes, sinful. 

All of the negative associations that go along with 

gambling constitute the reasons that the Church does not 

use gambling as a fund raising tool. Bingo, casino 

nights, etc are not appropriate ways for churches to raise 

money. The fact that we can point to churches that do 

so, does not change this. All fund raising has drawbacks, 

one of which is that parishes easily begin to depend on 

them and thus the amount of time and energy that is 

devoted to, say, the weekly bingo game, directly 

detracts from the time and energy given to the true 

mission of the Church. 

So, on the basis of Scripture, the Holy Canons, the 

teaching of the Holy Fathers and an honest examination 

of gambling, I do not gamble and do not encourage 

others to do so. 

Did you remember to register for the Fall Gathering? 

If you plan to attend any of the events, including the Sunday 

Groundbreaking Banquet, you must register so we can plan 

accordingly for the meals.  Scholarships are available for our 

parish youth and SOYO on a first come first serve basis through 

the generosity of some donors.  Please see Lucy if interested. 

Registration forms and schedules are on the back table at Church. 
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What do the Converts Want? 
By Terry Mattingly 

I 
t doesn't take a Ph.D. in Liturgical Studies to tell the 

difference between a Southern Baptist church and an 

Orthodox church. You can get some pretty good clues 

just by walking in the door and looking around. But there 

are some similarities between the two that might be a little 

trickier to spot. For instance, let me tell you about what 

life is like on Sunday nights in a Southern Baptist 

congregation. 

Baptists worship at several different times during the week 

-- at least they did in the old days when I was growing up 

as a Southern Baptist pastor's son. One of those times is on 

Sunday nights. Back in the early 

1980s, I was active in a church in 

Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, in 

which the typical Sunday morning 

crowd would be about 200 to 300 

people, which is rather small for a 

Baptist church, but fairly normal for 

an Orthodox parish. Then the crowd 

on Sunday night would be from 40 

to 45 people.  

Now, that ratio should sound 

familiar to many priests who lead 

Vespers services. But the similarities 

donôt stop there. 

Before the age of 30, I became a 

deacon and the finance chairman of 

that church -- which, in the Southern Baptist way of doing 

things, meant that I was the only person, not excluding the 

pastor, who saw the annual pledge cards. I was the only 

person in the congregation who knew who was giving 

what.  

If there is an experience in life that will teach you the 

meaning of original sin, finance chairman is that role. 

What I discovered through that experience is that there is 

no connection whatsoever between how much a family 

gives to the church and how much money that family 

makes. Instead, I found that the key connection is 

faithfulness in worship. If you attend the Sunday night 

service at a typical Baptist church and look around at the 

40 people there in comparison to the 200 or 300 in 

attendance on Sunday morning, you will find that about 80 

percent of the church's giving is accounted for in that 

group.  

The bottom line: The Sunday night experience in a Baptist 

church is very similar to that in Saturday evening Vespers 

services in an Orthodox church. As Bishop Antoun told me 

once, if you look at who attends Great Vespers and comes 

to confession, you are looking at about 80 percent of the 

service, the giving, and the energy in most parishes. 

Who comes to Vespers? Who comes to confession? Who 

comes to the feasts, and why do they come? Thatôs where I 

would like to start as we consider this question: What do 

the converts want?  

Where Theyôre Coming From 

On one level, many Orthodox converts 

are fleeing mega church Christianity. 

They are coming because they want 

something on Sunday morning besides 

a rock band and a giant plasma TV 

screen. Converts are also fleeing from 

mainline Protestantism, which is in the 

midst of a three-decade statistical 

nosedive and demographic suicide. 

At the same time, I believe that most 

of these converts are coming out of 

that core 20 percent of their former 

churches. They are active, highly 

motivated people. They read, they 

think, they sing, and they serve. That 

hunger for more, that hunger for sound 

doctrine, is sending them to Orthodoxy.  

These Orthodox converts are seeking mystery. They want 

a non-fundamentalist approach to the faith, but they are not 

fleeing the faith of the ages. They are trying to get back to 

the trunk of the tree. All around them are churches that are 

either modern, postmodern, post-postmodern or post-post-

postmodern.  

If they stopped and thought about it, most Orthodox 

converts would call themselves pre-modern, since the 

modern world has not served up a wide array of 

dependable answers. They are looking for beauty. They are 

looking for a life that can give them some degree of 

stability and peace, while helping them face the realities of 

the world around them. They want Orthodoxy. And it is 

crucial to know that the converts want more Orthodoxy, 

not less. In the words of Frederica Mathewes-Green in 

Facing East, "In Orthodoxy less is never more. More is 

more." 

 This essay was adapted from an 

address entitled "So What Do the 

Converts Want, Anyway?" given at the 

2006 Orthodox Christian Laity 

conference in Baltimore. Terry 

Mattingly is director of the 

Washington Journalism Center, editor 

of the www.GetReligion.org website, 

and a weekly syndicated columnist for 

the Scripps Howard News Service. The 

Mattingly family attends Holy Cross 

Antiochian Orthodox Church -- http://

www.holycrossonline.org -- in 

Linthicum, MD. 

http://www.holycrossonline.org/
http://www.holycrossonline.org/
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Thatôs the approach of the converts. They are not looking 

for "Orthodoxy Lite." They want more.  

Now when we ask this question, "What do the converts 

want?" we may as well admit that many Orthodox will 

hear that question as, "What do the Americans want?" 

A few years ago, the wife of an Orthodox pastor told my 

family, "You already have your churches; why would you 

want to join ours?"  

When we were seeking Orthodoxy in the hills of 

Tennessee, we tried to attend the local Greek Orthodox 

parish -- the only parish within a one- or two-hour drive. 

When we called, they would -- literally -- not give us the 

times of the services. We came to Orthodoxy in spite of 

them, not because of them. We ended up starting a 

mission. 

Looking for Worship  

The American converts are not looking for some kind of 

post-Vatican II, carved-down liturgical experience. They 

have that all around them. They are not trying to cut the 

service down another 15 to 20 minutes so that more young 

people will hang around -- as if that would work. Speaking 

as a journalist, I can tell you that the lively, growing 

Roman parishes are not the ones that have cut the Mass 

down to 45 minutes. 

You see, the people who want to worship, want to 

worship. 

One of the trends in American journalism is to try to create 

newspapers for people who donôt read. This seems to me 

to be somewhat contradictory. Similarly, there are many 

churches that are creating worship services for people who 

do not want to go to worship services. The Orthodox 

converts are not interested in those churches. 

Also, the converts want their children to be Orthodox. 

They are looking for churches that will offer their children 

a winsome, living faith that they will want to follow.  

My wife is a librarian. With a librarian and journalism 

professor in the house, we care a lot about reading. 

Researchers tell us that if parents want their children to 

read, the children must see the parents reading. The parent 

reads to the child: this is the only way to hand down the 

love of reading. The same is true with worship and faith.  

Now that may seem like a cruel thing to say. In many 

Orthodox churches across America, the average age of the 

parishioners is about the same as the average age of the 

people in mainline Protestant churches. Many Orthodox 

churches are having trouble retaining their young people, 

so they are seeking ways to stop the bleeding. But there's 

the rub. If you are not creating new faith, you will not 

retain the children of those who had the faith in the first 

place. As the old saying goes, God has no grandchildren. 

You have to give the faith away. 

The converts also want good preaching, since many come 

out of church traditions that place an incredible emphasis 

on preaching. This does not mean pounding on pulpits, 

because no one is doing that anymore -- not even the true 

fundamentalists. However, the converts do not believe that 

preaching is the only sacrament, which is the rule in most 

of evangelicalism. They want to worship with all of their 

senses. They want to worship with their whole bodies. 

I remember something that happened when my family was 

part of an ethnic parish that had installed pews in the 

sanctuary. During Great Lent, the number of people who 

came to church on Wednesday nights -- for the Liturgy of 

the Presanctified Gifts -- was small, so we could stand in 

the front of the church. Freed from the pews, all sorts of 

Orthodox things started happening again. Prostrations 

returned. People were bowing, people were worshiping 

with their whole bodies. It was a very moving experience. 

Emotions are OK. Movement is OK. Beauty is OK. 

Humility before God is OK. And more than anything else, 

participation in worship is more than OK -- it is essential. 

Let me be blunt. Americans who visit an Orthodox church 

will judge the vitality of that congregation based on how 

many people sing and take part in their worship. That is 

really unfair to many Orthodox who were raised to stand 

in quiet holiness, but itôs the truth. 

Americans will want to take part in the service. If they 

have mustered up the courage to walk through the door of 

an Orthodox church in the first place, they're not going to 

want to just sit or stand once theyôre in there. They will 

feel left out, if there is no way for them to sing, if there is 

no way for them to take part in the service. The church 

will have just sent them back out the door. Let me repeat: 

Americans will judge the spiritual vitality of an Orthodox 

parish on whether or not the congregation is reverently and 

enthusiastically singing, praying, and participating in 

worship. 

Converts, Assimilation, and Unity 

Truth is, I believe there is a link between this issue and 

that of Orthodox unity. To make my point, I need to use a 

dangerous word -- "assimilation." 

America is all about assimilation. But I need to stress that 

Orthodox believers face two different forms of 

assimilation. One asks them to assimilate into America at 

the level of culture and language. The other tempts them to 

assimilate on the level of doctrine and practice. 
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I believe that Orthodox Christians have divided into two 

different camps, whether this choice is conscious or 

unconscious. In many parishes, we see people who are 

struggling to assimilate into American culture but donôt 

know what parts to accept. They are struggling to retain 

their language and to some extent their art. But on the level 

of faith and practice, they have already assimilated and 

their children have as well. You walk into their homes and 

you see little or no iconography. Yet when you walk into 

their church, they are not speaking English.  

Itôs an interesting mix of what they've given up and what 

they've chosen to cling to. As an Orthodox priest of an 

ethnic parish once told me: "Most of the members of my 

congregation have never been to confession in their lives. 

They have no idea that this even exists as a part of our 

church. They see no connection between confession and 

the life of our parish and the sacramental reality of our 

parish." 

As threatening as it sounds, our goal -- if there is to be a 

united Orthodoxy -- is to be united in worship and 

sacramental practice. This unity will blend gifts from 

across our great ethnic traditions. However, it will be a 

vital, growing Orthodoxy that at the congregational level 

can welcome Americans with open arms. It will make 

them feel strange, but it will be a place they can become a 

part of and even help change over time. This Orthodoxy 

will assimilate on the level of culture and language, but it 

will not assimilate to America at the level of practice, 

sacrament, and doctrine. It will not compromise on the 

essentials. It will not compromise on what unites 

Orthodoxy around the world and through the millennia. It 

will create a worthy expression of Orthodoxy that will, 

over time, be unique to this culture. 

This will be painful. It will be hard, but it will also be 

joyful and miraculous. 

It must happen. This is, quite frankly, what the converts 

want. 

The Convert-Friendly Church  

Let me return to the issue of children. In my experience of 

Orthodoxy, I have found nothing more poignant or more 

painful than talking to ethnic parents and grandparents 

whose children have left the faith. They can't understand. 

They thought America was going to be a wonderful place. 

They thought America was going to be a place that would 

make them feel at home. They thought they were offering 

their children a better life. Now, in some sense, America 

has taken away their children.  

Here is that hard truth again. If their children are to 

practice Orthodoxy, they will have to believe it, they will 

have to want to practice it. The faith will have to be their 

own. 

Let me stress that there is no such thing as a "convert 

church," but there are convert-friendly Orthodox churches. 

Even a church that is largely made up of converts must, in 

the end, be a church that welcomes all Orthodox people. 

Meanwhile, there are ethnic parishes that are full of people 

who, as Fr. Joseph Huneycutt on the Orthodixie weblog 

likes to call them, are "reverts." There are cradle Orthodox 

priests who are as on fire as any convert will be in their 

lifetimes. You see, this is not about ethnicity. We are not 

talking about the "convert era," but a "convert-friendly 

era."  

The worship in these churches will be in English, and the 

people -- all the people -- will be singing. You will see lots 

of children, and chrismation rites and adult baptisms will 

not be strange, mysterious events. The list of their children 

who are headed off to church camp will be long. Some of 

these churches will have tight budgets, but they will be 

tight because they are struggling to cope with growth, not 

decline. You will find people being called to the 

priesthood, the diaconate, and other forms of service. 

In conclusion, let me offer this parable. 

I have a friend who wants to be Orthodox -- more than 

anything. He has for a number of years been visiting a 

nearby Orthodox church. But there's a problem. You see, 

this friend also has business that takes him to Chicago, and 

when he is there he worships at All Saints Orthodox 

Church, a vital, convert-friendly parish. He sees the 

Orthodox life there and he wants it like life itself. His 

problem is that he cannot find it where he lives. 

For five years, he has been struggling. One year at Pascha, 

he witnessed this painful, sad scene. This service, of 

course, is the high point of the Christian year. Yet, at the 

high point of that service, as a small choir entered the 

sanctuary singing, "Christ is risen from the dead, trampling 

down death by death," the members of the congregation 

stood in silence -- watching. 

My friend saw this and, trust me, this was not what he was 

looking for. He wanted Orthodoxy, for himself and for his 

family. He wanted more, not less. He still does. 

If there is to be unity in Orthodoxy in America, that unity 

will emerge out of the sacramental life of the Church. We 

will sing unity into existence. We will pray unity into 

existence. We will confess unity into existence. It can 

happen no other way. We must live the faith and then give 

it away.Â 
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St. Andrew Community News for September 2008 

The Feast of the Elevation of the 

Cross, Sunday, September 14.  

On September 6, Bacho and Nino Abesadze 

welcomed their third child into this world. 

Little Elizabeth weighed in at 7 lbs. 2 oz 

and measured 22 inches long. 

On September 21, Christina 

Younes and her baby Helena Rose 

were churched as her namesake, 

Matushka Helen, Daddy George 

and big brothers watched proudly.  

Helena was born on August 11 

weighing in at 7 lbs. 7oz and 

measured 19 1/2 inches long. 

On September 7 we welcomed Brad 

James into the catechumenate.  May 

his catechism be blessed! 


