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The mission of Torchbearer is to
inform every Armenian about the Armenian Church and her spiritual mission. The Torchbearer is an extension
of the mission of St. John’s Armenian
Church. The Torchbearer will provide
knowledge and information about the
Armenian Apostolic and Orthodox
Church, her history, theology, sacraments, services, hymns, mission, the
understanding of the Bible and Holy
Tradition.

MESSAGE

Pastor’s Message
“...But with God all things are possible” – MATTHEW 19:26

Dearest parishioners,
We’re baaaaaaack! Yes indeed, the “Torchbearer” is back in a different form and medium. Change is
never easy (especially for us Armenians). I am excited about the new direction that the “Torchbearer” is
taking. We anticipate some bumps in the road, however the “Torchbearer Committee” is committed to
make sure that we are successful in publishing this important medium on a quarterly basis. I am grateful
to the members of the “Torchbearer Committee” and you can find their names on the editorial page. We
look forward to your thoughts and comments as we strive to better communicate the happenings of St.
John’s to you all.
By now, we have all celebrated the New Year and have ushered in the birth of Our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ. An event which in reality took place nearly two thousand years ago, yet theologically, He
must be born within each one of us. How does this happen? Simply through faith in God. We know that
through our faith in God, as Christ reminds us in Matthew 19:26, “…but with God all things are possible”.
As we approach this new year, we must constantly remind ourselves that with God, all things are
possible. As we approach changes in our daily lives, with God, all things are possible. When we encounter
challenges, with God all things are possible. Even when we are anticipating successes and we’re not sure,
with God all things are possible.
Our faith as Christians must be unwavering and yet we all, myself included, have moments of doubt.
When I recently visited one of our Sunday School classes, the question was asked, “Is it OK to sometimes
have doubts?” The answer is absolutely positively, YES!! It’s is OK to doubt as long as we grow from the
opportunity to step back and ask questions of who we are and our relationship with God. Ultimately when
we do this with good intentions and not malice in our hearts, we can only grow from the experience and
opportunity. Hopefully, the experience will increase our faith and conviction that, with God all things are
possible.
Now, the questions must be asked, what are “all things”? You know the answer. Are all things in the
category of, more money? Bigger homes? Better jobs or grades or notoriety? Well, as I always say, God
knows and understands our intentions. Our intentions must be altruistic, with a loving spirit and of course
with an outcome, not for ourselves, but for others. Disappointed that now “all things” might not be possible? I apologize for disappointing our readers. This is what it is to be a Christian. We put God first, others
second and ourselves last. Being a Christian is a call of sacrifice, which is sometimes a concept that eludes
us for one reason or another.
As we begin a new year, we have the opportunity to better ourselves. We are given the opportunity to
grow spiritually and begin to better understand what it means that, “…with God all things are possible”.
The decision is ours and ours alone. We either choose to participate with those who choose to be believers
of this scripture passage, or to be one who does not believe that with God all things are possible.

Prayerfully,
Fr. Aren
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MESSAGE

Parish Council Message
Looking forward to new achievements in 2020

Dearest parishioners,
I hope that each and every one of you had a joyous and blessed Christmas. I am thrilled to see that the
first edition of the reinstated “Torchbearer” has been kicked-off in time to start the New Year. My thanks
and gratitude to the entire “Torchbearer” team. Each edition will include regular updates from the Parish
Council, in addition to our quarterly Town Hall Meetings, to maintain a free flow of information regarding
the initiatives being pursued by the council.
I would like to note that our Safety and Security efforts have progressed tremendously during this past
year. The Security Team has really gelled into a smooth-running operation and also includes processes for
handling fire and severe weather. We have also implemented First Aid/CPR classes for our parishioners
and church staff. Lastly, we are pleased to announced that Saint John was one of only a handful of Michigan religious institutions that received a Department of Homeland Security grant, to augment our security
resources. Being awarded this grant is a strong testament to the hard work and dedication of our Security
Team and the importance of their efforts.
The Parish Council has been working on the above key initiatives, in addition to the day-to-day administrative and financial challenges, required to run the largest parish in the Eastern Diocese. However, the
physical operation of the church is only one aspect of our focus. Truly, it’s the people that make a church,
even more so than the brick and mortar. The Ministry of our Church, not only in how we relate to each
other, but also in how we impact those in need of our good works, is also a key focus of our attention.
To that point, I would like to conclude by thanking all of our amazing volunteers who do so much to
keep the heart and soul of the Church vibrant and full of warmth. If you have every considered volunteering, I would like to encourage you to take that first step and join one of the many groups that are helping
the Church and others. Taking that first step is always the hardest and it seems that we never have enough
time to just handle our day to day workload, but after that first step, it gets easier with each successive
effort. As instilled in all of us, by Bishop Daniel, “Building the Body of Christ” is of paramount importance
and we look forward to you joining us in any way you are able.

Prayerfully,
Michael Toomajian

BACK TO TOP ▲
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A year of service to the community
By Denise Karakashian
Women’s Guild Chairman
The Women’s Guild was
very busy during the last
quarter of 2019! Monthly general meetings and
Board meetings were held
and many activities seemed
to center around the holidays. October brought our
much-awaited Bazaar. The
weeks and weeks of baking
to prepare the delicious Armenian foods so popular
during the Bazaar finally
ended, and, as usual, those
who came were not disappointed!
Our Social Concern Committee, chaired by Carol
Ohanesian, sent 62 boxes of goodies to Armenian
college students, Sunday
School graduates, and service members this year. We
want to let them know their
Armenian connection to this
parish and community is always with them. This is the
BACK TO TOP ▲

10th year the committee has
undertaken this project. We
always have a very enthusiastic and grateful response
from the recipients.
At our November meeting, members made gift
bags for the Alternative
Girls program which has
become a yearly event headed by Sue Vian. December
was nonstop. On December
4, Women’s Guild held its
Advent by Candlelight evening which is such a beautiful and heartwarming way
to begin the Advent season.
It is always a popular event
and this year was no different. It is a great opportunity to allow joy, hope, love,
and peace to seep into our
souls before the December’s busy schedule really
takes hold. Sara Andonian
and her committee did an
outstanding job. Women’s
Guild members also participated in the World Medical
Relief day on Saturday, De-

cember 14. A couple hours
in the morning goes a long
way in helping this organization with their mission to
bring medical supplies to
needed areas. Throughout
the month, holiday sales of
souboreg, spinach pie, cookbooks, and our new aprons
were sold on Sundays after
church services.
As we look ahead to 2020,
plans are underway for the
Armenian Christmas luncheon on January 6, which
takes place immediately after the church service. Our
first general body meeting of
2020 follows the lunch. We
will also participate, as is our
tradition, in the Christmas
visit to Manoogian Manor.
We invite anyone interested
and able to join us for a very
short service for the residents on Saturday, January
18 at 11:00 am. It is a very
rewarding hour of your time
and it always appreciated by
the residents of Manoogian

Manor.
Wishing our St. John
family a healthy and prosperous 2020 filled with
abundant blessings.

Women’s Guild
Board 2020
Chairman:

Denise Karakashian
Vice Chair:

Denise Boyagian
Recording Secretary:

Dawn Aginian
Treasurer:

Jackie ElChemmas
Assistant Treasurer/Membership:

Paulette Apkarian
Corresponding Secretary:

Edith Baise
Newsletter:

Nyree Giragosian
Advisors:

Marianne Dardarian, Alice
Mekjian
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ACYOA’s fruitful year
By Lisa Mardigian

2019 ACYOA November dance
This year’s annual ACYOA November Dance was well attended by more than 275 patrons. ACYOA member Nick
Boyadjian chaired the dance, which took place in the cultural hall, featuring music by, The Yerakouyn and DJ M-Kay!
One of the highlights of the evening was the 50 + Halleh
dance line! Special thanks to our pastors and parish council
for their support, our church
administrator and staff, the
St. Johns Womans’ Guild for
preparing cheese and spinach beoregs, parents, and
volunteers who helped make
this evening a success!!

Christmas Eve service

College visits

This year’s Christmas Eve service was held at 11:00 pm. on
December 24 and was well attended by over 130 people.
Deacon Rubik Mailian led the choir and congregation in a
special Christmas service. Harrison and Kennedy Poeszat
read the biblical Readings and Harry Hovakimian was an
added musical delight. The ACYOA hosted refreshments in
the lobby after the service. Thank you to the Komitas Choir
for their contribution to the refreshments.

Lisa Mardigian, under the guidance and support of Fr. Aren
Jebejian and Fr. Armash arranged several college visits this
fall. The purpose of these visits is to stay connected with the
young people of St. Johns. Our youth coordinator and clergy were able to visit Wayne State University, University of
Michigan, Central Michigan University, Michigan State University, and Kalamazoo College. We are looking forward to
more visits in 2020!!

Progressive Dinner

ACYOA Juniors

On January 4, 2020, the
ACYOA Juniors held their
annual Progressive Christmas Dinner. Delish mezza
and dinner were enjoyed at
the home of Sevana Mailian. Fr. Aren and Fr. Armash
performed a home blessing.
Our Juniors then moved on to the home of Cadden Atesian
for a home blessing and delicious sundae bar enjoyed by all!!
Thank you to our hosts Joyce and Rubik Mailian and Darren
Atesian.

The ACYOA Juniors elected a new board on December 14,
2019. The following board positions were established:

BACK TO TOP ▲

Co-Chairman:
Co-Vice Chairman:
Recording Secretary:
Corresponding Secretary:
Treasurer:
Assistant Treasurer:
Service Coordinator:
Tech Support:

Cadden Atesian & Sevana Mailian
Allie Amboian & Mara Najarian
Kennedy Poeszat
Katie Amboian
Evan Andonian
Myles Najarian
Sophia Kazarian
Beauman Hull
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LITURGICAL LIFE

Pastors and deacons blessing of the pomegranates on December 29th, 2019.

Blessings of pomegranates in the Armenian Church
By Fr. Armash Bagdasarian
Assistant Pastor

In 2015, His Holiness
Karekin II, Catholicos of All
Armenians, blessed pomegranates in the Mother See
of Holy Etchmiadzin for the
first time and established it
as an annual tradition on
New Year`s Eve (or day).
In his address, HH emphasized the symbolism and
importance of the pomegranates, saying, “as a national symbol, the pomegranate has been widely
used in Armenian architecture, carpet weaving, arts,
and crafts and manuscripts
illuminated by Gregory Khlatetsi, Toros Taronatsi, To-

BACK TO TOP ▲

ros Roslin, and in the Haghpat and other Gospels.
In Armenian Christianity, the pomegranate symbolizes the diversity of God’s
grace, the Church. Just as
the seeds of the pomegranate are separated by thin
membranes yet held tightly
together, in the same way,
the Christian Church holds
all Christians around the
world together in Christ’s
love; though they are separate, they are not divided. Thus, the pomegranate
shows unity in diversity.
The
pomegranate’s
crown represents Jesus’
crown and His sovereignty
over the entire world. The
red color symbolizes His

sacrificed Blood that was
shed for all. The popular belief is that each one contains
365 seeds corresponding
to the number of days in a
year, symbolizing new life in

Christ and the New Year.’”
On Sunday, December
29, 2019, Fr. Aren blessed the pomegranates after
Church services.
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St. John the Baptist
By John Strugnell
St. John the Baptist,
(born 1st decade BC, Judaea,
Palestine, near Jerusalem—
died AD 28–36), Jewish
prophet of priestly origin
who preached the imminence of God’s Final Judgment and baptized those
who repented in self-preparation for it; he is revered in
the Christian church as the
forerunner of Jesus Christ.
After a period of desert
solitude, John the Baptist
emerged as a prophet in the
region of the lower Jordan
River valley. He had a circle
of disciples, and Jesus was
among the recipients of his
rite of baptism.

Sources of Information
About John
The primary sources for
information about John’s
life and activity are the four
Gospels (Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John), The Acts of
the Apostles, and the Jewish
historian Flavius Josephus’s
The Antiquities of the Jews.
In using these works for
historical
reconstruction,
allowances must be made
for the known tendencies of
each writer. All four Gospels
recognize in John the start
of the Christian era, and
each in its own way tries to
reconcile John’s precedence
in time and Jesus’ acceptance of his message and
of a baptism of repentance
from his hands (elements
suggesting subordination to
John) with the author’s beBACK TO TOP ▲

lief in Jesus as the Messiah
and Son of God. The Gospel
According to Mark presents
Jesus as the hidden Messiah, known only to a narrow
circle, and John as the one
who had to “come first to
restore all things” but who
also remained hidden and
suffered death with little
acknowledgment of his true
status (Mark 9).
Matthew and Luke are
thought to further develop Mark’s narrative. The
Gospel According to Matthew emphatically identifies
John as a new or returning
Elijah, herald of the kingdom of God (Matthew 3).
For Matthew, John’s death,
like that of Jesus, illustrates
the old Israel’s hostility to
God’s offer of salvation. In
The Gospel According to
Luke and in The Acts of the
Apostles, Luke neglects the
identification with Elijah
but describes John as Jesus’
forerunner and as inaugurator of the time of fulfillment
of prophecy. Luke’s account
of the infancy of John and
of Jesus uses material perhaps transmitted by former
disciples of the Baptist. It
depicts the coming of Jesus
and John in two parallel series of scenes, each with an
angelic annunciation, a conception, a marvelous birth, a
circumcision, hymns greeting the child and predicting
his destiny, and an infancy.
Even in his mother’s womb
John recognizes Jesus—also
still in his mother’s womb—
as his Lord.

Eastern orthodox icon of St. John the Baptist by Prokopiy Chirin (1620s).

Life and Work
After allowances are
made for the tendencies of
each of these sources, the following items about John appear relatively trustworthy.
He was born somewhere
in Judaea to Zechariah, a
priest of the order of Abijah,
and his wife, Elizabeth, perhaps a relative of Mary, the
mother of Jesus. His formative years were spent in the
Judaean desert, where monastic communities, such as
the Essenes (a strict Jewish
sect that existed from about
the 2nd century BC to the
end of the 1st century AD),
and individual hermits often
educated the young in their
own ideals.
In 27/28 or 28/29 John
attained prominence, not
as a priest but as a prophet.
He was active in the region

of the lower Jordan valley,
from “Salim” (near modern
Nāblus) to a point east of
Jericho. His austere camel’s
hair garment was the traditional garb of the prophets,
and his diet of locusts and
wild honey represented either strict adherence to Jewish purity laws or the ascetic
conduct of a Nazirite (a Jew
especially vowed to God’s
service). His mission was
addressed to all ranks and
stations of Jewish society.
His message was that God’s
judgment on the world was
imminent and that, to prepare for this judgment, the
people should repent their
sins, be baptized, and produce appropriate fruits of
repentance.

St. John

CONTINUES ON PAGE 9
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Why do we celebrate
Christmas on Janurary 6?
By Navasart Mardoyan
The Armenian Apostolic
Church celebrates Christmas on January 6th, while
all other Christian Churches, either in the East or in
the West, celebrate Christmas on December 25th.
It’s very natural that these
two dates bring forward
some questions. Some of us
could have heard that in the
first centuries of Christian
Church, Christmas was celebrated on January 6th. In
this case, we think and ask
ourselves; is it possible that

St. John

Continued from page 8
Certain problems about
the meaning of John’s message continue to be debated:
In Matthew 3, John says,
“He who is coming after
me is mightier than I”; this
might refer to God himself, a human messiah, or a
transcendent divine being.
He also says, “I baptize you
with water…; he will baptize
you with the Holy Spirit and
with fire”; this second baptism might symbolize the
judgment the one coming
would carry out.
John’s followers were
characterized by penitent
fasting, beyond the demands
of Jewish Law, and special
prayers. John’s ethical call
for justice and charity in
Luke 3 requires righteousness from everyone.
BACK TO TOP ▲

the whole Christendom was
wrong and only the Armenian Church was right? The
line of questions is endless,
and we will try to explain
this issue based on historical
facts and apostolic canons.
The most trusted documents about the life of our
Savior, Jesus Christ, are the
Gospels. In the gospels of
Matthew and Luke, we read
about the Annunciation,
the birth of Christ, the Star
of Bethlehem, and the Visit
of the Three Wise Men. But
these gospels don’t tell us
about the date of the birth.
Although, like earlier
prophets, John had an inner circle of disciples, baptism was not an admission
rite into this group. It was a
rite (immersion in running
water) that symbolized repentance in preparation for
the coming world judgment
and was to be accompanied,
before and afterward, by a
righteous life. The Jewish
rite of baptism of converts
differs fundamentally and is
not its source. John’s baptism probably symbolized
not so much anticipated entrance into the kingdom of
God as an anticipatory submission to the coming world
judgment, which was represented as a coming second
“baptism” by the Holy Spirit
in a river of fire.
Sometime after baptizing Jesus, John was imprisoned by Herod Antipas,
ruler of Galilee and central

Nativity of Christ by Francesco Landonio (1750s).

Only in the gospel of Luke,
we read these interesting
lines: “In those days a decree went out from Caesar
Augustus that all the world
should be enrolled. This was

the first enrollment, when
Quirinius was governor of
Syria” (Lk 2.1-2).

Transjordan. His crime was
hardly the innocuous moral
message Josephus presents,
nor would his message, as
found in the Gospels, have
had much more immediate
political bite. Herod had
married (illegally, by Jewish
Law) Herodias, the divorced
wife of his half-brother, after divorcing his first wife.
John’s denunciation of this
marriage doubtless presented Herod with the danger that his Jewish subjects
would combine with his
semi-Arab subjects in opposition to him.
According to the Gospels,
John’s death preceded Jesus’; any greater chronological precision depends on the
dates of Jesus’ ministry and
death. It is probable that
John’s followers recovered
and buried his body and revered his tomb. The traditional burial site, at Sebaste

(originally Samaria), near
“Aenon by Salim,” is attested from AD 360 onward.
Jesus, who was baptized
by John, saw in John the last
and greatest of the prophets,
the one who prepared for
the coming of God’s kingdom (Mark 9, Matthew 11,
Luke 7), and in many ways
his ministry continued and
developed John’s. Whether
John, who probably expected a divine Son of Man, recognized him in Jesus is not
clear, but many of his disciples later followed Jesus.
The Armenian Church
celebrated St. John the Baptist four times during the
liturgical calendar: his birth
on January 14th and his beheading on April 18th. He
is also remembered along
with Bishop Athenogenes on
June 11th and Job the Just
on September 3rd.

Christmas

CONTINUES ON PAGE 10
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Christmas

Continued from page 9

The Gospel tells us that
Augustus was the Emperor
of the Roman Empire and
that Quirinius was the governor of Syria, when Jesus
was born. But it is still unclear in what month or day
Jesus was born. If this is the
case, why then we celebrate
Christmas on January 6th
and December 25th.
According to the tradition of the Church, in the
first century, Christians celebrated only one important
event: the Resurrection of
Christ. Later, in the second
century, when the gospels
were written, other events
also from Christ’s life began
to be dominant as a mean
of education. These events
were: The Annunciation by
Archangel Gabriel, Christ’s
birth in Bethlehem, the Visit
of the Three Wise Men, the
Fortieth Day Dedication, the
Baptism in River Jordan and
the First Miracle in Cana.
These events were the first
signs in Christ’s life, through
which he revealed Himself
as the Savior of Mankind.
These events were celebrated on the same day, under
the same name THEOPHANY, as St. Basil of Caeserea
states it: “The name of this
feast will be Theophany”.
The Fathers of the
Church decided to establish
this new feast and celebration on January 6th. This
was not just an opinion that
we express by saying that it
was celebrated on January
6th, but this is a historical
BACK TO TOP ▲

fact, enforced by the works
of the Church Fathers. Here
are some of them:
• In the 7th canon of the Apostolic Canons, we read:
“The Apostles decided
and established the Birth
and the Revelation of the
Savior to be celebrated
on January 6th” (Canons
of the Armenian Church,
Canons of the Apostles,
vol. I, p. 32);
• In the second of thirty
canons of Gregory of Nazianzus we read: “Some
wanted to change the Apostolic Canon of Christmas and did not remain
firm on those canons,
which been handed down
through generations. The
Birth and Revelation of
Our Savior are celebrated
on the same day, January
6th” (Canons of the Armenian Church, Canons of
Gregory of Nazianzus, vol.
II. p. 183);
• Clement of Alexandria,
in his canons, says: “The
Holy Apostles established
the Birth of their Master
on January 6th”;
• St. Ephrem the Syrian,
in his Christmas Sermon
states that during his time
(forth century), Christmas
and Revelation were celebrated on January 6th, in
Mesopotamia;
• St. John Chrysostom, in
AD 386, during a sermon
in Antioch, says: “It has
been only ten years that
we celebrate Christmas
on a new date.” He means
December 25th;

• Upon the invitation of
Emperor Justinian to a
council, to which Catholicos Sahag III of Tsorapor
took part, we read in the
first canon: “The feast of
Theophany, which the
Apostles established on
January 6th, Christmas
and Baptism must be celebrated on the same day”
(Canons of the Armenian
Church, vol. II, p. 246);
• The first canon of John of
Jerusalem says: “The feast
of Theophany, whenever it
may occur, Christmas and
Baptism must be celebrated together” (Canons of
the Armenian Church, vol.
II, p. 281);
• Bishop Hippolit, in his
sermon on Christmas
and Baptism, says: “The
Church established that
Christmas and Baptism
must be celebrated on the
same day” (Canons of the
Armenian Church, vol. II,
p. 283);
• Bishop Seberianus, in his
commentary on the Gospel of Luke, says: “Celebrate the feast of Thephany on whatever day it
occurs” (Canons of the
Armenian Church, vol. II,
p. 289);
• Catholicos Nerses the
Gracious, in his letter
to Emperor Manuel of
Byzantium, says: “In the
beginning, from the apostolic age, the churches
celebrated Christmas and
Baptism on the same day.
It was later that some divided this feast into two,
while the Armenian Ap-

ostolic Church did not alter what she had received
from Gregory the Illuminator”;
Apart from the testimonies of Church Fathers,
there is another way, from
the Gospels themselves, to
establish January 6th, as the
Christmas day. We find this
solution in the 7th century,
by our dominant mathematician Anania of Shirak.
Anania takes as a starting point the event that happened to Zechariah, John
the Baptist’s father, in the
Temple (Lk 1.20). The Jews
on the seventeenth day of
the seventh month celebrated the feasts of Forgiveness
and the Tents. These two
feasts combined lasted for
twelve days. According to
calendar calculations, these
celebrations began on September 27th. It was on these
days, that the chief priest
entered the Holy of Holies
(Lk 1.8-9). Zechariah, as a
priest, entered the Temple
to burn incense, when the
angel of the Lord appeared
to him and said: “Do not be
afraid, Zechariah, for your
prayer is heard, and your
wife Elizabeth will bear you
a son, and you shall call his
name John” (Lk 1.13).

Christmas

CONTINUES ON PAGE 11
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Christmas

Continued from page 10
When Zechariah asked
for proof, he was punished
for his disbelief until the
promise was realized. It was
natural that when Zechariah
left the Temple, he participated in the celebrations
with the people and did not
leave immediately. He remained there until the celebrations were over and then
left, as the Gospel says: “And
when the time of service
was ended, he went to his
home” (Lk 1.23). Therefore,
since Elizabeth conceived on
September 27th and when
we add those 12 days too,
we have October 9th. Six
months later, Gabriel went
to Mary and announced
that she will have a son (Lk
1.26-31). So, if we count six
months from October 9th
we have April 7th, the day
of Annunciation and nine
months after that, we have
January 6th, the day of birth
of Our Savior.
After established the day
of Birth on January 6th, the
Church Fathers established
the other events of Christ’s
life, based on the information from the Gospels. Thus,
calculating forty days after
January 6th, they established on February 14th his
Presentation to the Temple and eight days after his
birth, they established on
January 13th his name day,
when he was given the name
Jesus and so on. Therefore,
by saying Theophany, the
Church understands and
celebrates the Birth and
Baptism of Christ, when he
was revealed as God and
BACK TO TOP ▲

Savior of mankind.
Backed by historical facts
and the testimony of Church
Fathers, we know now that
the Church established the
Birth and the Baptism of
Christ on January 6th. If
this is the case, from where
came December 25th as the
day of Birth of Christ.
Among the pagan peoples, especially in the eastern religions, the sun god,
Mithra had big popularity
and respect and in the Roman Empire, on December
25th, huge popular celebrations were held for the “birth
of the undefeated sun god”.
It was called birth because
they celebrated the winter
equinox. That’s why that day
was considered as the birth
of the sun. The popularity
and the authority of this day
was strengthened throughout the Roman Empire,
when on December 25th,
AD 274, the Roman emperor Aurelius declared this sun
god as the protector of the
Empire and built a beautiful
temple in his honor.
The Church Fathers tried
to change the Christian attitude toward this feast but
were unsuccessful. Christians continued to participate to the celebrations. In
order to block the Christian participation to these
celebrations, the western
churches, specially the Roman Latin Church, in 336,
declared the celebration of
the sun god as the feast of
“the birth of the sun of justice” presenting Christ as
the true and eternal light of
mankind.
Apart from this reason,
there is also another one,
which contributed to the

spread of this new date, in
the East. In Palestine, Christians celebrated Christmas
and Baptism on the same
day, January 6th. They celebrated Christmas in Bethlehem, and then they went
to River Jordan to celebrate
the feast of Baptism. It was
very difficult and tiring to
celebrate these two feasts
on the same day, especially
in the conditions of those
days. When the Roman
Church moved Christmas to
December 25th, it became
convenient to the Christians of Palestine to celebrate Christmas on December 25th and thirteen days
later, on January 6th, to
celebrate Baptism on River
Jordan. Thus, the Christmas
celebrations,
established
on December 25th, began
to spread slowly and put to
practice by the churches,
especially after 380. Some
manuscripts mention that
in Antioch, Constantinople
and some parts of Cappadocea, Christmas was still
celebrated on January 6th,
before AD 380.
After the fifth century, Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and western
Christian churches celebrated Christmas on December
25th and Baptism on January 6th, while the Armenian
Apostolic Church celebrates
Christmas and Baptism un-

til today, on January 6th,
according to the apostolic canons and traditions.
That’s why, on Christmas
day, the Armenian Apostolic Church blesses water
after the Divine Liturgy, in
memory of Christ’s baptism
in River Jordan. On why the
Armenian Apostolic Church
celebrates these two feasts
on the same day, there are
several reasons:
• First, in Armenia, the Armenian Church did not
have the same difficulties
and the same reasons,
which led the Roman Latin Church, in the West,
and the Church in Palestine, in the East, to change
the day of Christmas from
January 6th to December
25th.
• Second, against the pressures of other Christian
Churches, after the fifth
century, the fathers of
the Armenian Church, remained loyal to the apostolic tradition, to celebrate
Christmas on January 6th,
so that with ritualistic independence and difference from other churches,
they keep the uniqueness
of the Armenian Church.

Christmas

CONTINUES ON PAGE 12

The Annunciation by Leonardo da Vinci (1472).
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The Armenians, who
observe the Gregorian calendar except in Jerusalem,
maintain to this day the ancient date of January 6th as
the dual celebration of Jesus’
birth and baptism, where all
the major events related to
the Theophany are recalled,
from the revelation of Jesus as the “Son of Man” the
Incarnate Word, to His revelation as the “Son of God”
the Prince of Peace and the
King of Heaven. Therefore,
this celebration includes everything from the Nativity
of Christ in Bethlehem, the
visitation of the Magi who
came to “witness” Him as
the Divine Revelation, the
infancy narrative...His naming, His presentation in the
temple, His circumcision
and finally the Epiphany or
His Baptism in the River
Jordan whereby His formal
ministry of redemption was
inaugurated by the opening
of the heavens, the descent
of God the Holy Spirit in the
form of a dove, and the Voice
of God the Father proclaiming that “This is my beloved
Son.” The dual Theophany/
Epiphany was celebrated on
January 6th until the 5th
century when the Council of
Chalcedon (AD 451) formally declared December 25th
as the date for the celebration of “Christmas” separating the Nativity from the
Baptism of Christ by the “12
days of Christmas” remembered today in the popular
Carol.
Although there are many
compelling theories as to the
BACK TO TOP ▲

reason for moving the celebration of the Nativity to December 25th, suffice to say
that it is generally believed
that the date was changed in
order to override and subdue pagan feasts and practices dedicated to The Winter Solstice, because at the
time Christians also used to
continue their observance of
these pagan festivities. The
pagans called this celebration Saturnalia, in honor of
their god Saturn, a festival
lasting from the 17th to the
25th of December culminating with the “Birth of
the Unconquerable Sun,” as
the days began to lengthen,
because among pagans it
was generally believed that
the sun who dies during the
winter solstice rises from
death thereafter. Since the
date of the Epiphany or Baptism was more ancient, and
was of primary importance
as a liturgical feast, it was
not possible to move it while
the secondary and later addition of the nativity could
be moved without great offence.
Armenia however, whose
Christianity is of ancient
Apostolic origins, did not
adopt this change for the
simple fact that there were
no such pagan practices left
in Armenia in the 5th century allowing them to remain
faithful to the traditions of
their forefathers. To this
day, Armenians have continued to celebrate the Nativity on January 6th along
with the Epiphany which
is crowned, as with other
Orthodox Church’s, in the
observance of Christ’s Baptism, with a glorious “Blessing of the Waters” in whose

climax a Cross is plunged
into the water as a sign of
God’s Saving mystery in
Christ’s life from Womb to
Tomb. The blessed water
is offered to all as a sign of
God’s manifestation in the
glorious waters of the Jordan from which the Savior
was revealed and it becomes
possible for humanity to be
born again to new life.
It is important to notice
that, the Patriarchate of
Jerusalem celebrates New
Year on January 13 and
Christmas and Epiphany on
January 19, since the city of
Jerusalem and the Christian
churches, the Armenian,
the Greek, and the Catholic
Church follow the Old Calendar (the Julian Calendar).
Therefore, In the Holy Land,
the Orthodox churches use
the old calendar (which has
a difference of twelve days)
to determine the date of the
religious feasts. Accordingly, the Armenians celebrate

Christmas on January 18th
and the Greek Orthodox celebrate on January 6th. On
the day before Armenian
Christmas, January 17th, the
Armenian Patriarch together with the clergy and the
faithful, travels from Jerusalem to the city of Bethlehem,
to the Church of Nativity of
Christ, where elaborate and
colorful ceremonies take
place. Outside, in the large
square of the Church of
Nativity, the Patriarch and
his entourage are greeted
by the Mayor of Bethlehem
and City officials. A procession led by Armenian scouts
and their band, advance the
Patriarch into the Church
of Nativity, while priests,
seminarians and the faithful
join in the sing of Armenian
hymns. Afterwards, church
services and ceremonies are
conducted in the Cathedral
of Nativity all night long and
until the next day, January
18th.

Adoration of the Wise Men by Girolamo da Santacroce (1525).
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Lent in the Armenian church
By Navasart Mardoyan

The period between
“Poon Paregendan” Sunday and Friday before Palm
Sunday is called “Medz
Pahk” (literally, major fast.
It is called major because
the duration is the longest
(40 days). In the past it was
also called “Agh-u-Hats”
(Salt and Bread), and the
fast was broken by eating
bread and salt. Fasting or
abstinence means restraining oneself from satisfying
one’s appetite or refraining
from consuming certain
food, especially meat, eggs
or milk and devoting oneself
to contrition, introspection
and repentance.
During the course of
the year, the Armenian
Church has approximately
six months of fasting days
and during the remaining
six months, saints are venerated, and Holy Feasts are
celebrated.
The fasting days can be
classified in the following
groupings:

Daily fasting
In accordance with the
arrangement of the apostles,
Wednesdays and Fridays
are considered to be fasting
days (Acts 10.30-31, 13.2-3,
14.23, 1 Timothy 5.5).

BACK TO TOP ▲

Arajavorats pahk
This is a five-day fasting
period, which was decreed
by Gregory the Illuminator.

Weekly fasting
The fasting days of Pentecost (advent of the Holy
Spirit), the discovery of St.
Gregory the Illuminator’s
relics, St. Jacob’s (Soorp
Hagop), St. Sarkis’ and the
feast of the Cross of Varag
are known as weekly fasting. During the fasting period, no celebrations are
performed in the Armenian
Church on the Saints’ days,
since fasting days are devoted to prayers and contrition.

Navagadiats pahk
The eight days of Nativity, the six days of Easter, the
five days each of the Transfiguration of Jesus Christ,
Assumption of the Virgin
Mary and the Holy Cross are
called “Navagadiats Pahk.”

repentance. It is a period
for religious and spiritual education, remission of
sins and forgiveness. Fasting also promotes health.
Abstinence and temporary
restraint from consumption
of fatty and rich food is beneficial to everyone.
The forty days fasting was
established by the Church
on the example of Jesus. He
was led to the wilderness by
the Holy Spirit. He fasted for
forty days and was tempted
by the devil. He spent His
forty days praying, fasting
and meditating. Details of
this event are fully described
in the Gospels. The Church
also took into consideration
the physical and spiritual
health of the faithful. The
Apostles, the Councils of the
Christian and the Armenian
Church decree the following
about fasting.

Mets pahk or the forty days
fasting

1. 34th Apostolic Canon:
Article 8 of the Apostolic Canons dictates that
“Before the celebration of
Easter or Resurrection, 40
days fasting is to be observed.”

This fast was decreed by
the apostles.
Fasting in general, and
the forty days fasting in particular, besides being days
of abstinence and restraint
from eating certain food,
are occasions for meditation, self-examination and

2. The Canon Laodicea of AD
365: Article 49 – During
“Medz Pahk”, only on
Saturdays and Sundays
can holy bread be distributed to the congregation.
Therefore, during “Medz
Pahk”, Holy Mass can be
celebrated on Saturdays

and Sundays. Article 50 –
During the forty day fast
should not be broken on
Good Thursday but must
be continued till the end of
the fasting period.” (In the
past, Easter was celebrated on Thursday evening,
in memory of Christ’s Last
Supper.)
3. The Canons of the Second Council of Dvin, AD
555: Article 29 – “Nobody
should take the liberty
of breaking the forty day
fast under the pretext of
entertaining guests. Let
the person who breaks the
fast leave the church and
repent by giving alms.”
4. Catholicos Hovhan Otsnetsi, (8th century) – “It is
essential to perform Holy
Mass on the Saturdays
and Sundays of the forty
day fast solemnly, in fulfillment of the direction
of our forefathers. Those
who do not observe fast
on Saturdays and Sundays
for the forty days fasting
period, should do so of
their own free will, provided that the intention is
to please God and is done
without slander.”

Lent
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Christ in the Wilderness by Ivan Kramskoy (1872)

Fasting in the Armenian church
By Navasart M. Mardoyan

Fasting in the old testament

Fasting is the deliberate, temporary
abstention from food for religious reasons. In the biblical material, fasting is
total abstention and is thus to be distinguished both from permanent food
restrictions, like those against unclear
animals, and also from occasional abstention from certain foods, like meat
on Wednesdays and Fridays, a practice
later adopted by the Christian Church.

The Day of Atonement is the only
annual national fast day prescribed in
Old Testament Law. Although the law
was reworked in the exilic period, the
rite, with fasting as its central motif, is
probably pre-exilic. The requirement
to fast on this day is universal, and
its penitential character is underlined
by the terminology of “self-affliction”
(Lev. 16.29, 31; 23.27, 32; Num 29.7).
Other references to fasting involve
smaller groups or individuals, and are
associated with the rites of mourning,
personal penance, or the reinforcement of supplicatory prayer (e.g. Ps
35.13; III Kgs 21.27; Num 30.13).

Terminology
The usual Hebrew noun for fasting
is som; its cognate verb is sum. Periphrastic alternative is “to eat no bread”
(I Kg 28.20; Lk 7. 33) and “to afflict
oneself” or “to afflict one’s soul” (a
technical term for fasting in the Priestly Code). The usual Greek word for
fasting is nusteia and its verb nisteia
(formed by the negative prefix and nis−
teuw “I eat”). These denote the total
abstention from food, whether by necessity or by deliberate choice.
BACK TO TOP ▲

The canon laws quoted above reflect
the mentality of their particular period. During the course of centuries, the
canon laws of fasting have undergone
considerable changes, but from the
standpoint of the Church, canon laws
continued to exist, and should be respected. During the forty day, “closed”
Holy Mass is said. Wedding ceremonies
are not permissible, while baptism and
engagement ceremonies are allowed.
The hymns of Contrition sung during
the “Medz Pahk” are ascribed to St.
Mesrop Mashdots, which are beautifully composed, and in skillful rhetoric
describe the sinner’s state and implore
the mercy and forgiveness of Almighty
God. In the past, the “Medz Pahk” was
observed conscientiously, stringently
and by strict canon laws. There were
also popular rigorous customs and traditions. Here are some extracts from
the books “Armenian Customs” and
“Oral Literature.”
Each Sunday of “Medz Pahk” is devoted to a certain event, and is named
accordingly, these are:
Artaksman Kiraki
Anaraki Kiraki
Tntesi Kiraki
Datavori Kiraki
Galstian Kiraki
Dzaghgazarti Kiraki

(Expulsion Sunday)
(Prodigal’s Sunday)
(Steward’s Sunday)
(Judge’s Sunday)
(Advent Sunday)
(Palm Sunday)

Fasting
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The allusion to fasting
as a mourning custom in I
and II Kgs deserve special
note. David’s fast following
the deaths of Saul, Jonathan
and Abner (II Kgs 1.12, 3.36)
is related with approval.
But in II Kgs 12.16 the king
is said to have fasted only
while the child produced by
his illicit affair with Bathsheba was still alive. When
it died, David discontinued
his fast (II Kgs 12.20). Questioned as to his conduct, he
explained: “Now he is dead,
why should I fast? Can I
bring him back? I shall go
to him, but he will not return to me” (II Kgs 12.23).
It was suggested that the baby’s death was accepted as
an atonement for the sin of
adultery. The incident bears
some similarities to the gospel controversy on fasting,
in which Jesus is questioned
for refusing to fast (Mk 2.1822) and where, in its immediate sequel (Mk 2.23-28)
breach of the Sabbath id justified by an appeal to Davidic precedent.
In the postexilic period,
the number of annual public
fasts was increased (Ez 8.2123; Neh
9.1), In Zachariah 8.19
four days are specified.
These clearly owe their origin to customs established
during the Exile, though in
later Jewish tradition they
were given a wider historical rationale, and the Purim
fast (Esther 4.16) was added
to them. Zechariah urges
that these fasts be continued on the understanding
BACK TO TOP ▲

that they are “seasons of joy
and gladness” now that the
Temple has been built. In
postexilic prophecy the need
for fasting to be accompanied by sincerity and charity is stressed (Isa 58.3-9;
Joel 2.12-13). Fasting may
well have been used in ancient Israel as a technique
for divination. Moses’ 40
day fast on the mountain
(Ex 24.28; Dt 9.9-10) was
interpreted by the rabbis in
this sense, although in the
original story the dominant
idea was that of miraculous
sustenance (III Kgs 19.8).
The fasting of Hannah (I
Kgs 1.7) may contain a vestige of this practice, since it
is linked with a form of ecstatic prayer which could be
mistaken for intoxication (I
Kgs 1.14).
In later apocalyptic literature the use of fasting as a
technique to become more
receptive to
divine revelation becomes more prominent.
While penitence is probably
the motivation of fasting in
Dan 9.3, the use of fasting
as preparation to receive visions cannot be excluded as
a subsidiary idea (Dan 10.3).
During the intertestamental
period (5th - 1st centuries
BC) fasting was an act of
devotion, having a value in
itself, is commended alongside prayer and almsgiving
(Tob 12.8) The author of the
book of Judith argues that
fasting is rewarded with divine favor (Jdt 4.9). According to Josephus, the ascetic
practices of the Essene sect
included fasting. The Dead
Sea Scrolls contain no explicit rules concerning community observances apart

from the Day of the Atonement. The pious Pharisee,
according to Luke, fasted
twice a week (Mondays and
Thursdays).
In addition to the sects,
there were notable individual ascetics during this period, among them Haninah
ben Dosa and John the Baptist (Mt 11.18). The first fasted to increase the efficacy of
his charismatic prayer; the
later seems to have wanted by his abstemiousness
an ideology of wilderness
simplicity and dependence
upon God. Thus, in the
background of the NT, one
can find widespread approval of voluntary fasting as a
mark of religious devotion,
as well as the almost spontaneous rise of individual
and communal asceticism.
“Fasting like a Jew” had become proverbial in Roman
world of the first century.

Fasting and jesus
Most of the references of
fasting found in the Synoptic
Gospels confirm to the common pattern of piety. There
is, however, one exception,
the fasting controversy in
Mark 2.18-22 and parallels
which stand out as dissimilar from both backgrounds.
Matthew’s version of the
longer Temptation narrative
(4.2) states that Jesus fasted
for forty days in the wilderness. The Moses typology
(Ex 34.28) suggests that deliberate abstinence is meant.
The Lukan parallel is more
equivocal on the point; “he
ate nothing” (Lk 4.2). The
shorter Markan scene omits
any reference to fasting (Mk
1.13). Matthew includes a

series of exhortation in the
Sermon on the Mount (6.118) concernind the three
pious duties, which contrast
the hypocrisy of outward
display with secret devotion
which earns divine approval. In Mark 9.29 a saying of
Jesus on exorcism by prayer
and fasting appears.
The controversy dialogue
found in Mark 2.18-22 and
its parallel is the only New
Testament text which raises any objection to the piety of fasting. The passage
records that unidentified
inquirers asked for an explanation of the difference
in fasting practice between
the followers of the Baptist
and the Pharisees and the
followers of Jesus. To the
question “Why your disciples not fast?” Jesus does
not answer. Instead, he justifies the disciples’ present
neglect of fasting by analogy
with wedding guests who
are dispensed from ordinary
religious duties during a
marriage feast. Jesus prophesies that fasting will, nevertheless, become appropriate at some later date. And
the passage concludes with
the two parables of the old
garment and the new wineskins.

Fasting
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Fasting in early Christianity
The fasting practice of
the early Church closely reflects that of its Jewish milieu. When Christian leaders
are commissioned fasting
is the natural adjunct to
fervent prayer (Acts 13.23, 14.23). In Luke’s infancy
story, Anna the prophetess
is held up as a paragon of
traditional piety that expresses itself in fasting and
continued prayer, and as a
model for the church order
of holy widows (Lk 2.27;
Acts 6.1; I Tim 5.5). Similarily, Cornelius the God-fearer
is renowned for his prayer
and almsgiving (Acts 10.3031). The textual tradition
quickly supplemented these
two acts of piety (prayer and
almsgiving) with a reference
to the third, fasting. Paul
mentions “fastings” in his
list of the sufferings of a true
apostle (2 Cor 11.27-28),
where “hunger and thirst”
indicate a voluntary fasting.
When Paul encounters difficulties regarding food regulations in culturally mixed
(Christians, Jews, Romans,
Greeks) communities (I Cor
8; Rom 14) it is interesting to note how readily he
adopts the ascetic solution.
The Church in the New Testament period (1st century
AD) did not reject the pious
Jewish practice of fasting.
But it had not yet formalized
its own discipline, considering it a matter of individual
conscience. There is no trace
in the New Testament of the
requirement that candidates
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for baptism should fast, nor
there is reference in the New
Testament to a twice-weekly
Christian fast in imitation of
and rivalry with the rabbinic
custom.
This first appears in the
Didache (8.1) It was only
during the 2nd century that
the statutory
public fast on Good Friday took root. Eventually,
as baptisms were normally
celebrated at Easter, partial
abstinence during the preceding weeks of preparation
began to be observed not
only by the candidates, but
also by all Church members
as an annual Lenten fast of
penitence.

Fasting in the Armenian
Church
Generally, the practices
and principles of Lent, and
of Great Lent, in the Armenian Church, are deeply
rooted in the Bible, in the
ancient Christian traditions,
and in the example of the
life of Christ and of his disciples, and in the lives of the
great church fathers. The
Armenian Apostolic Church
has ruled on the traditions
of Lent by creating canons
on canonical thought of the
Apostles.
Fasting days are days for
repentance. In the Armenian Church there are about
180 days for
fasting, during the year.
Every Wednesday and Friday are reserved for partial
abstinence, except the week
which follows Christmas
and Epiphany - and from
Easter to Pentecost. Alongside of these are the five
great Festivals (Daghavar)

Days and the four seasonal
weekly observations. The
importance given to Lent
by our Armenian Church
Fathers, as witnessed in the
Canon of Lent, is also seen
in the service and hymnology of Lenten observance.
On a fasting day it is forbidden to eat anything that
comes from animals like
meat, milk, cheese, eggs
etc. The individual should
devote himself/herself to
prayer and self-imitation
(self- examination). The
hymns and prayers are old
and date back to the fifth
century AD and, according
to tradition, they were written by St. Mesrop Mashdots.
Like the most Christian
churches, the organization
of the church life in the Armenian Church was slow.
The first reformer was Gregory the Illuminator, who
organized the Church as an
organization in the service
of its people and established
the first fast of the Church.
In the fifth century St. Sa-

hag and catholicos John of
Mantagoun made another reform and established
the divine services until the
12th century when Catholicos St. Nerses the Gracious
made another reform and
introduced new hymns and
prayers especially into the
fast services that even today
they are source of spiritual
comfort for the people.
The Lent is a six-week
fasting period, which starts
on Monday following the
Poon Paregentan Sunday
and lasts for forty days,
which is always a Friday.
The Saturday following the
end of the Great Lent, the
Armenian Church celebrates
the Resurrection of Lazarus.
Immediately follows the
Palm Sunday and the Easter
Fast begins, which runs for
a week, until Saturday night
Badarak. During this period
(the Great Lent) the altar of
is closed off by black curtain
on the eve of Lent. This is
the first visual appearance
of Lent in the Church.
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Special Parish Events
Meet the Candidates Tea

February 16th

Annual Parish Assembly

February 23rd

First Day of Great Lent

February 24th

Annual Parish Retreat “Building the Body of Christ”

February 29th

World Medical Relief Volunteer Day
St. John Music Guild Concert (details to be announced)

March 7th
March 20th

Palm Sunday / ACYOA Day

April 5th

Holy Tuesday

April 7th

Great and Holy Thursday

April 9th

Great and Holy Friday

April 10th

Great and Holy Saturday (Easter Eve)

April 11th

Easter Sunday
The Glorious Resurrection of Our Lord & Savior Jesus Christ

April 12th

Bible Study
January 27th, February 10th, March 9th, March 23rd, April 13th

Adult Catechism
January 22nd, March 26th

Little Saints Program
January 18th, February 15th, March 21st

Wednesday Lenten Fish Dinners / Vesper Services
February 26th, March 4th, March 11th, March 18th, March 25th, April 1st
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