History of the Greek Orthodox Mission of Northern Arizona
Christ said the Kingdom of heaven “"is like a mustard seed, which, when planted upon the soil, though it is smaller than all the other seeds … it grows up and becomes larger than all the plants and forms large branches; so that the birds of the air can nest under its shade.” (Mark 4:31-32)  The Greek Orthodox Mission in Northern Arizona has truly embraced that process in which small groups of people have planted seeds so to cultivate a community that gives spiritual shelter to over a hundred faithful soldiers of Christ.
Historically the foundations of this community begins over 4 decades ago with 2 families.  In the 1940’s Greece was thrown into turmoil because of World War II and the German occupation of that rich land.  Many families were devastated by the war torn country side and the Kretsedemas family was no exception to that.  Konstantina Krestedemas lived in the town of Poulithra, Arcadia in Peloponesse, where she was raising 4 young healthy boys.  During the war time they lost the majority of their wealth and because of the difficult circumstances she was widowed left to raise her children alone.  Through an act of divine grace they shortly immigrated to the United States in order to find relief from the harsh conditions.  In 1955 they settled in Winslow, Arizona, which would be the place where Mrs. Krestedemas and her 4 boys would live and raise their families.  Despite the fact that the closest Greek Orthodox Church was over 200 miles away they still were members of the Holy Trinity Cathedral in Phoenix and would frequently attend the divine services either by traveling for 5 hours through the mountain roads or by having a priest travel up from Phoenix to minister to the families and celebrate Divine Liturgy.
The other cornerstone family of this community also has their background in the nation of Greece.  Stamatia P. Kyparissakou (aka Toula Howington) was born in the port city of Evdilos, Icarias and raised in various states in Greece, spending half of her growing years in Rhodes Island of the Dodecanese.  In 1962 she met and married James Howington Sr., at the time a non-Orthodox American, who was serving in the United States Coast Guard and was stationed in Rhodes.  In 1963 they moved to America and eventually settle in Flagstaff, Arizona, where she would bear and raise her four children.  Similar to the Kretsedemas family they were faced with the reality that there was not an Orthodox church in Northern Arizona to cultivate a life centered around the Sacraments of the Church.  The closest church to them was three hours away at Holy Trinity, which they were able to attend infrequently.  Thanks to God, Stamatia was raised by a devout and pious family in an Orthodox country, where catechism and ecclesiastic studies were regularly taught during all her school years.  As a result Stamatia laboriously instilled in her children the importance of the truth of Christ as revealed and maintained through the one true Orthodox Faith.  This was often very difficult because of her mixed-faith marriage, the lack of a Church in Northern Arizona, and the constant pressures of the many protestant groups (including in-laws), who saw Orthodox Christianity as erroneous and misguided, to leave the Orthodox Church and covert to their tradition whether it would be Baptist, Jehovah Witness, or Mormon.  But through the Grace of God she held fast to her beliefs, and her children embraced Orthodoxy.  They prayed for an Orthodox Church in Flagstaff, and the first ray of hope came in 1985 when unexpectedly a bishop of the Italo-Greco Orthodox Church came to Flagstaff and placed an ad in the local paper seeking out Orthodox Christians.  Toula answered that ad, and the seed of an Orthodox Church in Flagstaff was planted.  The small number Orthodox Christians residing in Flagstaff came together and became a close Church family.  After three years of humble ministery, the priest had to move from Flagstaff for health reasons.  But God did not forsake them, and shortly after He sent the Antiochian Archdiocese to establish a mission in Northern Arizona.

During these years the Kretsedemas and Howington families were often brought together with visiting clergy serving in the Flagstaff area, and by the faithful holding Typica services when priests were unavailable.  But in 1996 a full-time priest was assigned to the community by the Antiochian Archdiocese.  This seemed the answer to the prayers of the two families and the many other faithful living in Northern Arizona but unfortunately after one year of serving the priest had to leave because of conflicts within the community.  This was difficult for the faithful because once again they were faced with the reality of a sacramental chasm.
Through the mercy of the Lord the mission was given another chance by being brought under the spiritual guidance of Metropolitan Anthony of the Greek Orthodox Metropolis of San Francisco.  In his wisdom His Eminence, assigned Fr. Timothy Pavlatos, who was the assistant priest at the Holy Trinity Cathedral in Phoenix, to serve the community twice a month traveling 2 ½ hours one way.  In that time, the community became more organized and grew both in active members and financially.  This all lead to Fr. Nicholas Andruchow being assigned by Metropolitan Anthony as the full-time priest to serve the community in the fall of 2002.  This was a true leap of faith because, though the community had saved over $80,000, there was only 24 families tithing a total of $18,000 a year which was suppose to cover a budget of $85,000.  Through the grace of God they have been able to cover their expense by raising funds, through people and churches generously donating, and by increasing stewardship by 160 % in two years.  The community has nearly doubled, it celebrates Divine Liturgy on every Sunday at a local Catholic church of which they rent, and is very active in the community by reaching out to those in need.  The church in Northern Arizona has been truly blessed by God and they continue to share that blessing with others.
The history of this mission stretches back over ½ a century and has been effected by many people and families.  The Kretsedemas and Howington families are two of those families.  Though the Church must never forget the sacrifice of so many of it’s faithful to establish a community in Northern Arizona.  The mission will always remember the times when they used to gather in a store front in a strip mall in the East side of Flagstaff, and when Helen and Phil Blommendahl used their home as the meeting place for church services, and when Kathy and Richard Jackson donated their European sports car in order to raise funds.  Tess Konomos, Maria Schulz and many other families, which are too numerous to mention here, have given their hearts and soul to building a loving Orthodox church for those in need.  God has been gracious to the community in Northern Arizona and pray that it will always see the glory of God in the difficult times and the times that are good.
