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ASSUMPTION OF THE
HOLY VIRGIN MARY

The most solemn respect expressed by
the church to the Holy Virgin Mary,
Mother of God, is at the time of the an-
niversary of her death. This celebration
is most probably the oldest of all
celebrated for the Holy Virgin, and it
takes place, without change, on August
15 in all churches. Since the time of
Shnorhali, if not sooner, it has become
customary for the Armenian church to
celebrate this religious holiday for nine
consecutive days, between August
12-18, and the two Sundays that come
before and after.

The custom pertaining to the death
of the Virgin Mary which has been ac-
cepted by almost all of the old churches
and which was narrated in the hymn
composed by Giragos Vartabed,
“‘ Arevelk Kerarpin”’, is as follows: that,
after having lived in Jerusalem for 15
years, the Holy Virgin’s mortal life
came to an end in that city. All the
Apostles, except Bartholomew who was
absent form the city, performed the

funeral rites with solemn ceremony and
torch-lit procession and buried the

Virgin at the side of the Valley of
Getsemane. After three afternoons and
three nights had passed, angelic singing
was heard at her grave-site. A little
later, Bartholomew reached Jerusalem,
and because he wanted to see the
Mother of God one last time, the
Apostles opened her grave. They were
astonished when they saw that her body
was not there and they concluded that
she had not, in fact, died but had only
fallen asleep, that the singing of the
angels had meant only that, that Jesus
had long promised to raise his mother
to Heaven, and that the absence of her
body in the grave could only have been
the fulfillment of that promise. This is
the reason why the conclusion of her
long and blessed life is qualified with
the word “‘sleep’’ rather than ‘‘death’’.

As to the concept of her ascension in-
to Heaven, although it had been con-
sidered from the oldest times in poems
and reflective writings dedicated to the
Virgin, it is only since the 9th century
at the earliest or the 12th century at the
latest that its dogmatic acceptance was
made and the holiday came to be call-
ed ‘“‘Assumption’’.

Adapted from ‘“Saints and Feasts’’ of
Patriarch Torkom Kooshagian of
Jerusalem.

DORMITION OF

THE VIRGIN

Armenian Manuscript Illumination. Tarberuni, the holy monastery of Ter-Huskan-Ordi.

The scribe, Vardapet Mkrtitch 1475 A.D.

Source: Boston, Public Library, Ms. No. 1327, Fol. 23v.
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THE AREC QUESTIONNAIRE

The Armenian Religious Education Council of the Prelacy has recently
prepared a questionnaire designed to explore the religious attitudes, prac-
tices and beliefs of parishioners in the prelacy church community.

The questionnaires have been sent to all prelacy parishes. The Christian
Education Committee (C.E.C.) of each parish has been asked to distribute
them equally amongst their active and non active parishioners of ages 18 and

older.

It is anticipated that the results of this survey will help AREC better unders-
tand and respond to the spiritual needs of our church community. Since each
parish will receive a study report of their own community, the questionnaire
results will also help the parish priest and C.E.C. in establishing meaningful

programs on a local level as well.

The Greek Orthodox Church of America has recently conducted a similar
survey and it is interesting to note that our survey results are showing a similar
pattern in many areas to that of the Greek community.

To date, a total of 330 questionnaires have been returned from all but four
parishes and the results are being tabulated. Several interesting trends have
already been noted, some positive and some that are clearly ‘‘warning signs’’

to our church.

There is a strong indication of confusion and lack of knowledge on the
part of the parishioners regarding what our church believes and teaches.
Specific examples of this will be reported when the study is completed. On
a more positive note, 80% show a desire and a willingness to learn more about
our Liturgy, the Bible and Armenian Apostolic Church doctrine.

In response to one question about the Divine Liturgy, what was liked most
and what was liked least, the positive answers overwhelmingly refer to the
sharagans and music. What was liked least was the length and lack of under-

standing due to the language barrier.

While a large majority of the respondents do not understand the spiritual
significance of the Liturgy and would like to see portions conducted in English
as well as Armenian, 27% do not want to see any part of the service con-

ducted in English.

The responses that were received to date fall very heavily in the 31 years
of age and older categories. The fact that so few young people responded
in itself is an area of concern. Additional questionnaires will have to be sent
directly to the teens and young adult population in order to have a more

representative scope to the survey.

Parishioners who would like to participate in this survey and have not
received a questionnaire can do so by contacting their local parish or the

prelacy.

AREC

BLESSING OF THE GRAPES

By: Archbishop Ardag Manoogian

After the Divine Liturgy celebrating the Assumption of the Holy Virgin Mary,
the Blessing of the Grapes is held. First the Hymn ‘‘Park Soorp Khatchee’’ is sung,
passages are read from the Holy Bible, then followed by a prayer composed by
Catholicos Nerses on the occasion of the blessing of grapes.

It is remembered in the prayer that on the third day, God created the vegetation
and plants and fruits of the earth, and later, he granted to Adam and Eve a rich
and care-free life in Paradise; but because they were disobedient to God they were
banished from Paradise. However, with the birth of our Lord Jesus Christ, man
was freed from sin and death.

Henceforth, the Lord’s blessing is beseeched for the gifts of grapebunches
brought to the church by the faithful, so that they will be worthy of the forgiveness
of sins and the rewards of Heaven, to become healthy in mind and in spirit. It
is also implored from the Lord that He bless the grapevines and the vineyards from
where the grapes were cut and brought to the church as gifts. It is implored that
they have fertile and fruitful crops and that the vineyards be protected from all
dangers — hail, icy cold and snow, sun, exposure, harmful insects — and with
all the faithful in prayer, it is beseeched that they become worthy of the Kingdom
of Heaven.

After the prayer, the grapes are blessed three times with ‘‘Orhnestsee
Bahbanestsee’> and are then distributed to those present.

In the past this ceremony was done in the vineyards. The priest, with scissors
in his right hand and the cross in his left, would sing the hymn ‘‘Arevelk Kerar-
peen Yev Otaran Loosadzin’’ with the chasuble, and in a procession would go
to the vineyard of the church which was referred to as ‘‘Paradise.”’ If the church
did not have a vineyard, they would go to the neighboring village’s or city’s church’s
vineyard, and there, in the presence of the faithful, the ceremony of the blessing
of grapes would take place. Then, toasts and wishes were made for the abundan-
cy of the fruit. It was also customary to give a portion to the birds bv hanging
the grapebunches from a high place on either a spring or a khatchkar. (See “‘ Ankir
Tbrootyoon’’, V. Rev. V. Ter Minassian’s second volume, page 156).

From a'religious viewpoint, the Assumption of the Virgin Mary and the Bless-
ing of the Grapes do not have any correlation whatsoever. Its tie, as in the case
of other holidays, came about simply as a matter of date and suitability to the
season during which the Assumption was celebrated, tying the previously pagan
holiday with the Assumption.

Generally in ancient times (pre-Christian) it was a wide-spread practice of
religions to offer the year’s first harvest’s first fruit to God or to the temple. Dur-
ing the fruit season, when the fruits had already ripened, the first harvest was of-
fered to the temple. On that occasion, a special prayer was said, after which the
fruits were given to the heathen priests.

Even amongst the Israclites, this practice became custom. They also took the
first harvest to the temple, first arranging the grapes in a basket or tray, then giv-
ing it to the priest saying, ‘I am grateful to the Lord that I entered the country
to which the Lord had made our forefathers give oath.’’ After the blessing of the
harvest, he would say, ‘‘Now, dear Lord, I brought to you the first fruits of your
land which you granted to me.”’” (Deuter. 26, 1-10).

According to established rule and custom, the offered crops were wheat, barley,
grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives and honey.

The meaning and purpose of bringing the fruits to the temple was to express
gratitude to the Lord for the goodness they enjoyed and in this way, securing God’s
blessing for the fruitfulness and fertileness of the next crop.

The Zoroastrians also had a custom of arranging the fruits on a tray and plac-
ing the tray on the table of the temple devoted to fire worship, so that the pagan
high priest could bless the fruit and the donors with special prayers. The
Zoroastrians gave preference to the pomegranate, quince and grape. And during
wedding ceremonies, they would place pomegranates and fisheggs on the tray, with
the pomegranate symbolizing growth, child-bearing and productivity, and the
fisheggs symbolizing eternal life and re-birth.

Even in Armenia during the pre-Christian era, these same customs were prac-
ticed. The Armenians would bring the year’s first fruit of the first harvest to the
temple. During the celebration of Navasart, the gods, and especially the gods of
fruits and abundant crops, would be offered large quantities of fruit as a gift by
the believers.

The presentation of crops and fruits was done with special religious ceremony
and the Armenian villagers would receive spiritual contentment by bringing their
first harvest and offering it to the gods. Traces of these celebrations are still kept
in the church today. Just as it was customary to bring fruit to the temples during
the paganistic period, in the same way these same bearers of fruit are remembered
in Christianity and even during the Diving Liturgy (Flour, wine). A remnant of
this practice is the custom to bring fruits, candy, cookies to the church on Maun-
dy Thursday for the midday. And from the ancient customs of the pagans still
remains the practice of blessing the grapes. Furthermore, as a matter of seasonal
harmony and convenience, this celebration takes place concurrently with the
Assumption of the Blessed Virgin.

It was also customary in Armenia that at the time of the pagan holiday of
Amanor, the people would bring many types of fruits and crops to the goddess
Anahid. But after Christianity, taking into consideration the difficulty in gather-
ing such a variety of fruits, preference was given to the grape and it was only the
grape which the church blessed.

In the beginning of Christianity, the faithful would bring such gifts as bread,
wine, honey, milk, birds, animals, vegetables and grains to be not only blessed,
but to share as a meal together. The Second Apostolic Canon, Article 4, prohibited
this practice and allowed only bread and wine to be placed on the holy table. ““Send
the rest of the fruits to the homes of the bishops and priests, and do not place
on the table.”

The same arrangement was called for the laws of the ‘“‘Canon of Clement”’,
saying, ‘‘If any one of the bishops or priests takes something aside from what
is allowed to put on the table, be it honey or milk, chicken or other animal, then
let him be defrocked.”’ However, ears of corn or grapes for the holy table, oil
for the holy candlestick and incense for the Holy Liturgy are all allowed. (Arme-
nian Canonical Book, Vazken Hagopian, Page 75).

However, the regulations and laws established in the church could not totally
erase from the people their customs and practices, and sometimes, just the op-
posite would occur. The church was to make these practices official and include
them in its religious ceremonies, and of these, the most memorable has remained
the Blessing of the Grapes as a Christianized holiday of fruits and crops.
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ARCHBISHOP MESROB ASHJIAN VISITS
ARMENIAN COMMUNITY OF BUENOS AIRES

Recently, Archbishop Mesrob Ashjian, Prelate of the Armenian Apostolic
Church of America, arrived at the Ezeizi Airport in Buenos Aires, Argentina on
Friday, June 29th, where he was greeted by His Grace, Bishop Krikoris Pounia-
tian, Prelate; Mr. Samuel Bosnoyan, member of the Armenian Center Executive;
Mr. & Mrs. Armen Metzadurian; and the editor of the ‘‘Armenia’’ newspaper,
Mr. Bedros Hadjian.

That same day, the Archbishop visited the St. Gregory the Illuminator Arme-
nian Cathedral and was received by the Prelate, Bishop Krikoris. Then he toured
the ‘““‘Armenia’’ building,

The following evening, June 30th, Archbishop Ashjian attended the A.R.S.
Bodurian Retirement Home Board of Trustees’ Banquet and delivered a short and
moving speech.

On Sunday, July 1st, the annual ‘““Madaghorhnenk’’ of the Vincente Lopez St.
Kevork Church was held. The Serpazan was invited to preach during the Divine
Liturgy, and he spoke on the theme of St. Nerses Bartev the Great, the ‘‘Illuminator
of Hearts’’.

On Monday, July 2nd, Serpazan paid a visit to the Armeno-Argentina School
of Buenos Aires, and met with the school’s 500 students. Theé school administra-
tion planned a warm reception for Serpazan who toured the various parts of the
school.

That same evening, the grand opening of the beautiful ‘‘Armenian Theatre”’
of the Armenian Cultural Association was held, with the participation of the Arax
Choral Group. Archbishop Ashjian was invited to speak during the program, and,
on behalf of the Catholicosate of Cilicia, he presented the conductor, Mr. Jean
Almoukhian with the Cilician Cross ‘‘Asbed’” Insignia. Mr. Almoukhian had ac-
tually been bestowed this honor on December 6, 1982, but due to circumstances
beyond control, the presentation had not taken place.

Archbishop Mesrob reads the ““Gontag’’ of the late Catholicos Khoren I, bestowing upon
Jean Almoukhian the title of ‘‘Knight of Cilicia’.

On Tuesday, July 3rd, Archbishop Ashjian was the guest of the St. Gregory
the Illuminator Educational Institution and was greeted by the school’s principals,
Mrs. Beatrice Fessian and Mr. Bedros Hadjian. He was then led to the Armenian
Center’s Hall where the ‘‘Kevork Chnnozian’’ Secondary School students had
gathered. Bishop Krikoris was also present, and all three warmly received the Ar-
chbishop, and once again he was invited to speak. Serpazan highly praised the
Argentine-Armenian community for its accomplishments and endeavors.

The following day, Wed., July 4th, Serpazan was the guest of the Khrimian
(Hairig) Schédl. He spoke with the Secondary level students about the Armenian-
Americans. Then Serpazan attended a luncheon held by the school board. In a
very moving ceremony, over 500 people sang from their hearts the ‘‘Haratch
Nahadag’’ as the Argentinian and Armenian flags were lowered. Serpazan, in his
speech, said he hoped that the young generation present would one day see their
Armenian flag flying over their Armenian homeland, all around Mount Ararat.

The same day, Serpazan visited the Armenian cemetery, and later that night,
he attended the Armenian Relief Society’s Nairi Dance Ensemble’s presentation.

On Thursday, July 5th, Archbishop Ashjian visited the magnificent Armenian
Cultural Association’s ‘‘Armenia’’ Building, which is located directly across from
the St. Gregory the Illuminator Cathedral on Armenia Avenue. The building con-
sists of many floors, with the huge reception hall on the first and the dining hall
on the second. Nothing has been spared to make these halls beautiful and accom-
modating. The third floor consists of the various rooms of the ‘‘Agoump’’, and
on the fourth floor is found the ‘‘Armenia’’ newspaper’s office. The fifth and
sixth floors belong to the ‘‘Armenia’’ Theatre, which is unmatched in the Diaspora.

Adjacent to this building are the basketball courts of the Homenetmen, an
Olympic-sized swimming pool and a youth hall.

Archbishop Mesrob Ashjian concluded his visit to this Armenian community
of Buenos Aires on Friday, July 6th, 1984, returning to New York with wonder-
ful memories of a thriving community in Argentina.
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DAYS OF GRACE AND JOY AT THE
ARMENIAN SEMINARY OF BIKFAYA

This year, the month of June was full of grace for the Armenian Theological
Seminary of the Catholicosate of Cilicia, Antelias, Lebanon. Traditionally, the
month of June and the Feast of Pentecost is the season for ordinations, and this
year, we had the joy of having several ordinations.

™

H.H. Karekin II and the Dean of the Seminary, Archbishop Datev with the graduates of
the Seminary. In the middie is seen Mr. K. Kandaharian, who has a 30 years’ service to
the Seminary.

On June 3rd, nine deacons were ordained: Levon Hejinian, Garo Keshishian,
Sarkis Apelian, Krikor Tavitian, Krikor Zeytounlian, Moushegh Mardoyan, Ara
Topalian, Vartavar Kasbarian, and Robert Kurdian. They were received by their
Dean, Archbishop Datev Sarkissian, the celebrant of the Divine Liturgy who or-
dained them Deacons according to the inspiring ceremony of the Armenian Church
rite. The ceremonies were presided over by His Holiness Catholicos Karekin II,
and surrounded by bishops, vartabeds, and members of the Religious Brotherhood
of the Catholicosate of Cilicia.

Next Sunday, June 10th, was the Pentecost Sunday, a most appropriate day
for the ordination of priests. The two graduates of the Seminary, Deacon Hagop
Tcharian and Deacon Hagop Doghramadjian, who had applied for priesthood and
membership in the Brotherhood of Catholicosate of Cilicia, and who had taken
their vows of celibate priesthood, were ordained by the Dean of the Seminary,
Archbishop Datev Sarkissian. While anointing their foreheads and hands, he gave
their new names by calling them Fr. Babgen and Fr. Khoren, in memory of the
late two Catholicoses of the Great House of Cilicia. Following the ordination ser-
vice, a special ceremony took place in which the newly ordained priests received
the monastic hood (veghar) as the sign of their celibate priesthood and were ad-
mitted into the membership of the Brotherhood of the Catholicosate of Cilicia.

On June 14th, three former students of the Seminary, Rev. Hamazasb, Rev.
Nareg and Rev. Kegham, who three years ago were ordained priests, were elevated
to the rank of Vardabet (equivalent to the degree of Doctorate according to the
Armenian Church tradition). This degree is granted upon the presentation of a
thesis, a scholarly study of a theological, spiritual, ecclesiastical or historical theme.
In the course of the past three years, the three priests had prepared their theses
on the following subjects: Fr. Hamazasb - “‘Catholicos Sahag II Khabayan and
His Times”’, a historical and literal study of the 36 years of pontificate, 1903-1939;
Fr. Nareg - ““Commentary and Exhortation on Faith and Conduct’’, by St. Gregory
of Narek (translation with introduction of a 10th century theological treatise; Fr.
Kegham - ““Arabic Christian Modern Literature”’, selected translations from five
Arabic writers with a historical introduction to modern Arabic literature.

Upon the presentation and examination of these theses, His Holiness Karekin
IT gave permission to elevate the three priests to the rank of Vardabet. The ceremony
was performed by His Eminence Archbishop Ghevont Tchebeyan in the Cathedral
of Antelias.

Finally, on Tuesday, June 26th, the 54th Commencement Exercises of the
Antelias Theological Seminary were held at the new and still unfinished hall of
the Seminary in Bikfaya. Graduated were two ‘‘Apegha’’s, nine deacons and one
candidate for married priesthood.
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