
PHOTISMOS 
SAINT MICHAEL THE ARCHANGEL ORTHODOX CHURCH 

 

MARCH 2023 



The Feast of the Annunciation of Our 

Most Holy Lady, the Theotokos and Ever

-Virgin Mary is celebrated annually on 

March 25
th
. This Great Feast marks the 

announcement by the Archangel Gabriel 

to the Virgin Mary that our Lord and 

Savior Jesus Christ, the Son of God, 

would become incarnate and be born by 

her into the world. 

The icon of the Annunciation presents 

the Archangel descended from Heavens, 

as he talks to the Mother of God and 

delivers God’s message.  

The Archangel is shown in motion on the 

left side of the icon. With feet spread 

apart as if running toward Mary to share 

the good news, his hand is outstretched 

in a blessing motion. In his left hand he 

holds the staff – symbol of the Messen-

ger. 

On the right side of the icon, the Virgin 

is on an elevated seat – a symbolic throne 

for the Empress of Heavens. Although at 

the same eyelevel with the Archangel, by 

being in a seated position the icon implies 

that she is actually taller than him, as she 

is “more honorable than the cherubim, 

and beyond compare and more glorious 

than the seraphim”. 

ICON OF THE MONTH 

Annunciation of Our Most Holy Lady, The Theotokos 

Behind the Theotokos we see symbols 

for the Temple of Jerusalem, and a red 

veil that shows the Holy-of-Holies where 

she was present during her childhood, as 

well as a reference to her Royal lineage.  

The Virgin Mary is a symbol of the spir-

itual temple that is now in the fore-

ground, the beginning of the New Testa-

ment which brings fulfillment to and 

follows the spirit of the law. 

In her left hand she holds a spindle of 

scarlet yarn, which shows the task she 

was assigned to as one of the few chosen 

virgin Temple workers – she was making 

the veil for the Jerusalem temple – the 

same veil that will be torn in two when 

Christ dies on the cross. 

Her right hand is raised in a gesture of 

immediate apprehension, startled by the 

presence of the Archangel, but she 

bends her head and accepts his message 

and God’s task. She understands that she 

is asked to be the new Ark of the Cove-

nant and bring Salvation into the world.  

The three stars on her garment (the Star 

of Bethlehem) signify her eternal virgini-

ty (incorruptibility) before, during, and 

after the birth of our Lord.  



the representation of the Trinity in her 

presence. 

In churches, the icon is usually repre-

sented on the Royal Doors, as Mary 

represents the Door to the Kingdom.  

A lily (or fleur-de-lis outline) is repre-

sented in the icons, usually between the 

Archangel and the Theotokos, a floral 

symbol of the Annunciation taking place 

in the spring, as 

well as a reference 

to Nazareth (which 

means “branch”, 

“offshoot”). 

The earliest depic-

tion of the annunci-

ation is found in a 

fresco inside the 

Priscilla Catacomb 

dating back to the 

2
nd

 century (see 

image on next 

page).  

The icon represents 

Mary as an empress 

on her throne and 

a young man 

(without wings, as those enter iconogra-

phy in later centuries) in front of her, 

announcing God’s message.  

The fact that this icon was depicted in 

the catacombs shows how the message 

was used as a symbol of hope in entering 

God’s Kingdom after death, as eternal 

life comes into the world through the 

Theotokos, and the Annunciation is the 

beginning of that message. 

To the Orthodox, the miracle of the Un-

burnt Bush is understood in the theology 

and hymnography of the Church as a pre-

figuring of the virgin birth of Christ.  

The Theotokos gave birth to the Incarnate 

God without suffering harm, just as the 

bush was burnt without being consumed. 

This comes as a symbol of Christ redeeming 

the world, as the curse from Genesis is lift-

ed by Mary, the Second Eve. 

 

The fact that the stars have 8 points refers 

to the 2 squares overlapped that represent 

God the Father, as well as signify the 8th 

day of the Kingdom of God, the first day 

after the Sabbath. The two colors of her 

robes – red for human and blue for divine, 

represent the dual nature of Christ.  

At the top of the icon we see a ray emerge 

and the action of the Holy Spirit overshad-

owing her, therefore completing  





The symbolic ascent to heaven is cus-

tomarily portrayed by the flight sky-

ward with angelic wings; one of our 

saints, however, depicts the ascension 

by the more practical use of a ladder. 

This symbolic ladder is to be scaled in 

a series of spiritual rungs where in-

creasingly more exertion is required in 

order to see the Kingdom of God. 

The author of this approach was St. 

John of the Ladder, accepted as one 

of the greatest writers in Christianity. 

“The Ladder of Perfection” is a trea-

tise on spiritual exercises and actions, 

which present in a brilliant and schol-

arly fashion and approach to the 

throne of Heaven. 

Born in the sixth century, John spent 

the first sixteen years of his life in Pal-

estine, the ancient Holy Land of his 

birth whose traditions he respected  

and whose Christian heritage is cher-

ished.  His early ambitions were real-

ized when he went to the monastery 

of St. Catherine at Mt. Sinai, the 

oldest Christian monastery in the 

world.  There he became one of the 

most scholarly monks in Christen-

dom.  The site of St. Catherine’s was 

conducive to prayer and meditation, 

for there the scene of the burning 

bush took place and there Moses 

received the word of God him-

self.  Moreover, to this place the 

grieving St. Helen, mother of St. 

Constantine the Great, came on a 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land some 

three hundred years before.  
 
John is remembered not only as the 

author of the masterful “Ladder of 

Perfection,” but also as the originator  

SAINT OF THE MONTH 

Saint John of the Ladder (Climacus) 



of hesychasm, the divine quietness 

that leads one to God through con-

stant prayer, the prayer which has 

come to be known as the pure or 

intellectual “Jesus Prayer.”  Regard-

ing this John wrote: “ Let the re-

membrance of Jesus be present with 

each breath, and then you will know 

the value of hesychia.”  He contin-

ued to champion this doctrine which 

found eager support among Christian 

thinkers, chief among them was St. 

Gregory Palamas, whose sponsorship 

brought about official Church recog-

nition of hesychasm in the fourteenth 

century. 

  

For more than seventy years, John of 

the Ladder practiced what he 

preached in the confines of his desert 

monastery.  He achieved such a rep-

utation for piety and wisdom that 

men from all walks of life were 

drawn to his side and came from all 

over the east to make a pilgrimage to 

his retreat.   

 

From John’s strong faith and fervent 

prayer came the power of healing 

through the divine intervention of 

the Jesus.  If nothing else, St. John’s 

visitors would leave him with a seren-

ity which they had never before ex-

perienced, and with a sense of fulfill-

ment that would last a lifetime. 

  

One of the Christendom’s finest fig-

ures, he died on March 30 at the 

age of eighty-six.  His feast day is 

celebrated on the fourth Sunday of 

Lent. 

 



What is Incense Used For? 

By Nicolas Dalke 

The use of incense has multiple 

symbols — from its smoke rising up 

to Heavens like our prayers rise up 

to the Lord, to the twelve bells on 

the censer representing the twelve 

disciples.  

 

Incense is mentioned since the Old 

Testament, from the days of the 

original temple in Jerusalem. In 

orthodoxy we have records of it 

being used (through recommenda-

tions by the church elders) as early 

as the fourth century.  

 

The practice of censing the altar 

references the worship of the Lord 

when he is in the Temple, and 

when the Eucharist becomes His 

body and blood.  

We cense the faithful in order to hon-

or the temple of the Holy Spirit that is 

in each of us since them baptism.  

 

When one is censed, they cross them-

selves as a reminder of their baptism, 

Christ’s sacrifice and how you every-

one is a temple made in the likeness 

of the Lord.  

 

As you are reminded that you are 

made in the image of the Lord, you 

have the obligation to correct your 

current image, in order to be more 

like God.  

 

This is a reason why we cense the de-

parted during funerals - to righten the 

image of God in their bodies, and give 

prayer unto the departed souls.          



If the first hears the voice of Heaven, 

the other hears the voice of the world; 

and the one who rules this material 

world is in constant opposition to the 

One who created the entire universe. 

Two men, both with their hands in wa-

ter, the symbol of life. The first uses it 

to open the eyes of the world, to bring 

Immortality into it, to anoint the true 

Lord. The other to attempt to erase his 

own sin, for fear of having the Savior’s 

blood on his hands. 

The first one who, alone in the desert, 

calls out for justice, asking people to 

straighten their ways, to fix their souls 

to understand Him, to interpret Him, 

to translate Him and feel God in their 

being… 

Two men are of crucial importance 

in the New Testament procession – 

John the Baptist and Pontius Pilate. 

Both are at the ends of the life of 

Jesus: the first reveals Him as the 

God awaited by the entire world, 

while the second one presents Him 

as a condemned man to a perverted 

crowd. 

While the first baptizes Him, the 

other condemns Him to death. 

While the first sets the stage for the 

Heavens to open and reveal the 

Trinity to the crowd, the other asks 

the crowd for their opinion. 

Two Men 

By Adrian Nedelcut 



…the other who does not know 

WHAT the truth is, yet Truth is 

standing right in front of him, tor-

tured, with a crown of thorns, in 

disarming and haunting silence. 

When Pilate finally perceives the 

truth, he washes his hands, believing 

that submitting to the voice of the 

world and its laws (whether Jewish or 

Roman), would absolve him of the 

crime committed through torture 

and crucifixion. 

When John sees the truth, he trem-

bles and kneels before God, not dar-

ing to touch even the lowly sandal 

straps that the Savior wore. 

Two people – the first who shouts to 

the others to straighten their way and 

is killed by the king of the vain 

world, the other who lets the world 

choose to kill the Savior, so that he 

can escape the king’s vengeance. 

Two people at opposite poles regard-

ing their relation to the power of the 

corrupt world. Two people who 

knowingly choose their path in life. 

Both the first and the last are affect-

ed by the actions of Herod, the sym-

bol of the king of the world. Both 

choose their reactions to the wom-

en’s requests: John solemnly accepts 

his fate from Salome’s demand; Pi-

late refuses to acknowledge the 

meaning of his wife’s dream and her 

plea to spare Christ’s life.  

Jesus shows his divinity to both men 

– to the former through the opening 

of the Heavens, while to the latter 

God reveals that His kingdom is not 

of this world. 

Pilate himself decrees as a judge to 

the crowd: “here is the man”, while 

John kneels in silence, and hears the 

voice of God saying: “This is my 

beloved Son in whom I am well 

pleased”. 

Throughout our lives we have the 

power to choose between being 

Pontius Pilate or John the Baptist. 

We have the freedom to be the one 

who does not want to see the truth 

and listens to the voice of the world, 

or the one who sacrifices himself for 

justice against a corrupt world and 

about whom Jesus says: 

“Truly I say to you: Among those 

born of women there has not risen 

one greater than John the Baptist; 

yet the least in the kingdom of heav-

en is greater than he.” 

Throughout Mark 18, God speaks 

about who is greater in the Kingdom 

of Heaven, concluding by saying 

that only the one who forgives his 

brother and who humbles himself 

will be greatest. 

Amen 



Mexican Rice Recipe 

 

Ingredients (2 servings): 

1 tbsp vegetable oil  

½ onion diced  

½ cup of long grain white rice 

8oz can of tomato sauce  

3 cups of water 

1 tsp cumin  

2 tsp garlic powder 

½ tsp onion powder  

½ tbsp “better than vegetable” bouil-

lon  

2 stems of cilantro*  

Salt to taste  

½ cup of frozen mixed vegetables or 

corn** 

 

Directions: 

 

1. Use a 9-inch sauce pan with a lid 

(or something similar in size) and 

heat up oil on medium heat.  

2. Once heated add your rice and 

onion and cook until the rice is 

light brown color. 

3. When the rice is cooked add to-

mato sauce and add the 3 cups of 

water.  

4. Next add cumin, garlic powder, 

onion powder, “better than vege-

table” bouillon, and salt.  

5. Allow the water to simmer a bit 

then add veggies and cilantro. 

6. Cover the pan and stir every 10 

minutes until water is mostly ab-

sorbed. 

7. Cook for about 25 minutes, cut 

heat, and then leave untouched 

for about 5 minutes.  

 

Substitutions 

*Can use dried cilantro. 

**Can opt the veggies out.  





This Month’s Events 
 

On 2/23/2023 His Eminence Saba Isper was elected Metropolitan of the 

Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of North America during an 

extraordinary session of the Holy Synod of Antioch. Axios! 

 

Church News 
 

With the opening of the Church’s library, books are available for check out 

after Vespers and Great Liturgy each weekend - checkout will be for 30 

days. If you have any questions please reach out to stmichaeldothanli-

brary@gmail.com.  

For FY 2023 we are currently $2,613.33 away on average from the monthly  

target budget which would allow us to have our own in-house Priest! You 

can donate via check, cash, or PayPal!  Thank you! 

Our church is also collecting donations for the earthquake relief fund es-

tablished by the Antiochian Archdiocese. Your generous gift is welcome 

for those who are suffering through this tragedy!  

“Do not be surprised that you fall everyday.  

Do not give up, but stand your ground courageously.” 

Saint John Climacus 

mailto:stmichaeldothanlibrary@gmail.com
mailto:stmichaeldothanlibrary@gmail.com
https://antiochian.networkforgood.com/projects/185127-earthquake-relief-for-turkey-and-syria

