A Basic Catechism for Acolytes


by Sub-Deacon Lazarus Der-Ghazarian





Q.1.  What do Orthodox Christians do on Sundays?





A.  We worship the living and true God.�





Q.2.  Who is the God Christian’s Worship?





A.  We worship the Holy Trinity:  The Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  The Father is the source of the Trinity.  The Son is eternally begotten (born) of the Father.  The Holy Spirit eternally proceeds (comes forth) from the Father.  The Son and the Spirit are sometimes called “the two hands” of God in the world.  The Trinity equally share the One Divine Essence (or Divine Nature) yet remain three individual, Divine Persons.�





Q.3.  Why do we worship the Holy Trinity on Sunday?





A.  In the Old Testament, the Ten Commandments taught us to “Remember the Sabbath to keep it Holy.”  The Sabbath is Saturday, the seventh day of the week  (called “Shapat” in Armenian).  Jesus died on the Cross on Great Friday and was Resurrected on Sunday (which is the first day of the week).  Because of this, Sunday is even more holy than the Sabbath.  “Geeragee” is the Armenian word for Sunday and it literally means “the Lord’s Day.”  So the Church has always observed the Lord’s Day instead of the Sabbath or the seventh day, in honor of our Lord’s Resurrection.  This is why we worship the Holy Trinity on Sunday.�





Q.4.  What is the Divine Liturgy?





A. The Divine Liturgy is the chief worship service which Orthodox Christians offer unto God.  It is the offering and re-presentation (or “making present again”) of our Lord’s Sacrifice on the Cross -for the benefit of all the Church.  In it we receive the real Body and Blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of our sins and are strengthened by His Divine Grace and Energies.�





Q.5.  What is the Church?





A.  The Church is the People of God (not the building we worship in).   All who are Baptized & Chrismated believers are part of the Church.�





Q.6.  What is the Church building called?





A.  The house of God is traditionally known as the Holy Temple (“Soorp Dajar” in Armenian).�





Q.7.  How do we know we belong to the true Church of Jesus Christ?





A.  The True Church comes from Jesus Christ.  He ordained the Apostles to lead His Church.  They ordained their own successors to follow after them (called Bishops, Priests and Deacons).  The true Church must have the same faith which the Church has always had (for 2000 years):  the Orthodox Faith which Jesus entrusted to His Holy Apostles.�





Q.8.  God’s Temple has many holy things in it (the Altar, the Bible, Icons, Holy Myron, etc.).  What does the word “holy” mean?





A.  Holy means:  not common, treated special and unlike anything else.  We use this word for things that are consecrated to God who is the source of all holiness.�





Q.9.  How should we act in God’s Holy Temple?





A.  The Psalms say, “Holiness is fitting for Your house.”  This means we should act and dress appropriately in Church.  Modesty is an important part of being holy.  God says “Be Holy for I am Holy.”  We should dress modestly in Church (and even outside we should maintain Christian modesty).  This why those who serve in the Sanctuary wear shabeegs:  out of respect for the holiness of God’s Temple.�





Q.10.  What are the parts of God’s Temple?





a.  The Vestibule:  The entrance in the back


b.  The Nave:  where the congregation stand and sit


c.  The Chancel:  the area between the Nave and the Sanctuary


d.  The Sanctuary:  the raised area  behind the curtain, including the Bema and Holy Altar


e.  The Apse:  the area behind the Holy Altar�


Q.11.  What do the words “Divine Liturgy” mean:





A.  Liturgy means Service.  So the Divine Liturgy is the Worship Service we offer to God.  The Armenian title “Soorp Badarak” means “Holy Sacrifice” because in the Divine Liturgy the priest offers our Lord’s Holy Sacrifice for our forgiveness.�








Q.12.  Why is the Divine Liturgy longer than other Christian’s services?





A.  The word Ortho-dox means “right glory.”  Orthodox Worship is the most elaborate of all Christian worship, because we believe strongly in offering the greatest worship unto God.  Even the Angels and Saints are present in our Divine Liturgy.  It is true that our Dinve Liturgy is longer than other Christian services, but it is also the greatest and most beautiful.�





Q.13. What are the four parts of the Divine Liturgy:





a) Preparation: We prepare for the Holy Sacrifice


b) Synaxis: We learn about Christ (comes from the O.T. Synagogue Service)


c) Eucharist: We offer the Holy Sacrifice (comes from the Last Supper and the O.T. Temple Worship)


d) Conclusion:  We prepare to go out into the world with renewed spiritual strength.�





Q.14. What does it mean to be “ordained” and what are major and minor orders of the Church?





A.  Being ordained means being given permission by the Church and spiritual power from God to serve the Church in a certain role.





Major orders were given by Jesus Christ to lead the Church.  They are:


a.  Bishops (Who can ordain priests and other bishops)


b.  Priests (Who can offer Divine Liturgy and forgive sins)


c.  Deacons (Who can serve at the Holy Altar, distribute Holy Communion and teach).


d.  Sub-Deacons (Who fulfill deacon duties to a lesser degree and are transitional rank between major and minor orders).





Minor Orders were made by the Church to help out the leaders of the Church.  The four minor orders are:


1.  Doorkeepers (Who help keep things safe in Church),


2.  Exorcists (Who assist at Baptisms and pray for others),


3.  Readers (Who proclaim the Bible readings in Church) and


4.  Candlebearers (Who hold the candles during the Divine Liturgy).�





Q.15.  Why do we have Acolytes?





A.  Acolytes hold the candles for the purpose of giving light and also to highlight the most significant parts of the Divine Liturgy.  Why do we have children do it?  Historically, these orders were performed by trained, ordained men.  As time wen on, younger men were allowed to fulfill these roles in order to encourage them towards a vocation in Holy Orders.  To become a priest or a deacon involves a great deal of learning.  The younger a boy starts, the more he can be prepared for this calling.  During the Divine Liturgy, the priest represents Jesus Christ, which is why a priest must be male.  Deacon’s, likewise, represent the Holy Apostles at the Last Supper.  This is why acolytes have traditionally been boys:  to prepare them for a possible to the priesthood or diaconate.


























Q.16.  Why have girls begun serving as Acolytes?





	Many things in the western world have changed in the last one hundred years.  The Church does not follow the world.  Rather, we are called to be “in the world, but not of the world.”�  Since the Church follows Holy Tradition and not the world, some thought the Church was being unfair to women, which was untrue.  So, to prove this wasn’t true, the Church looked at new ways women can serve the Church.  In doing this, our current Archbishop has allowed girls to serve as acolytes until they become young women (up to age 12 -which takes into consideration Church Canons).  This allows girls to learn more about the Divine Liturgy and be prepared to serve the Church in many other ways... perhaps by even becoming holy nuns like Sts. Gayaneh and Hreespseemeh.  Boys continue to use their acolyte service to prepare them to possibly become deacons or priests.





Q.17.  Do Acolytes serve “on” or “at” the Holy Altar?





	Priests and Deacons serve at the Holy Altar, not “on” it.  Technically, acolytes are not “Altar Servers” because they don’t serve at the Altar.�  Acolytes are rather “Candle-bearers” who serve in the Sanctuary, near the Holy Altar.  Only Priests and Deacons may serve at the Altar.�  In the Divine Liturgy we experience and participate in the heavenly worship of God.  Acolytes stand in front of the curtain which symbolically separates heaven (the Sanctuary) from earth (the Nave).  Acolytes, thus, are seen as representing the angels who guard the Paradise of Eden.�





Q.18.  In the Divine Liturgy we have many processions.  What is a procession?





A.	A procession is like a parade.  Parades show off something great for others to look at, admire and enjoy.  We have processions to show how great we think God is and to offer worship unto Him.  Our processions show us that God is always coming to us and that we should always be moving towards Him.�  During processions, acolytes light the way and often stop to make “archways” for the priest and deacons to pass through.  An archway (sometimes called a “doorway”) is something kings and military rulers triumphantly entered through in procession following a great victory or during a great celebration.  Symbolically we are doing the same to symbolize and celebrate that Christ our King has come into the world and saved us by victoriously conquering the Devil and the powers of death.  Processions remind us that in the Divine Liturgy Christ is truly in our midst.�


� In A.D. 301, following two centuries of intense persecution upon those who adhered to the faith brought there by the Holy Apostles Thaddaeus and Bartholomew, Armenia became the first nation on earth to "turn to God from idols, to serve the living and true God (1 Thess. 1:10)."


�  See:  St. Matthew 28:19; St. John 3:16; St. Jn. 5:22-23; St. John 8:58-59; Col. 2:8; St. Jn. 15:26;  The Orthodox Study Bible (OSB) has very helpful notes on these passages to bring out our Orthodox Church historic understanding.


�  St. John 20:1 “‘First day of the week’ -The theme of Sunday is the Resurrection.  In no way is Sunday the ‘Old Testament Saturday or Sabbath.’  The Resurrection transforms time, making Sunday as both the  first day of the week (symbolic of the first day of creation) and the eighth day (symbolic of  eternity).”  -from the OSB.


      Revelation 1:10 “‘The Lord’s Day’ here is the earliest reference to the Christian name for Sunday.  The Didache (14:1) and St. Ignatius of Antioch (Magn. 9:1) show this name was used very early for the day when Christians gathered to celebrate the Resurrection in the holy Eucharist.  As a fulfillment of the first day of the week of the old creation, Sunday becomes the ‘eighth day,’ the ‘first day of the new creation.’”  -from the OSB.


�  See St. John 6:22-72; 1 Cor. 11:17-34 and corresponding notes on both passages in the OSB.


�  See St. Mt. 16:18; St. Mk. 16:16; St. Jn. 3:3-5; Gal. 3:26-29 & OSB notes.


�  For example: see page 6 of the book, “Divine Liturgy of the Armenian Church.”


�  St. Ignatius of Antioch in A.D. 107 wrote:  “All are to respect the deacons as Jesus Christ and the bishop as a copy of the Father and the priests as the council of God and the band of the Apostles.  For apart from these no group can be called a Church” (Trallians 3).


      For the authority Jesus gave to His Apostles and Church see also:  St. Mt. 28:18-19; St. Jn. 21:21-23 with OSB notes.  For a full discussion see the essay:  “The Bible and the Apostolic Authority of the Orthodox Church” on-line @  http://www.geocities.com/derghazar/tradition.html


�  See OSB glossary on “Holy”


�  Psalm 92:5 (93 in non-Orthodox Bibles), 1 Cor. 11:1-16; 1 Tim. 2:9-10; 1 St. Pt. 1:16;


�  Acolyte Training Program of the Armenian Apostolic Church by V.Rev. Haigazoun Vart. Melkonian, M.A., ED.


�  Some Protestant Christians wrongly accuse the ancient, Apostolic Churches (Orthodox and Catholics) of violating Hebrews 10:12 which speaks of Christ’s “one Sacrifice for sins forever.”  But we do not teach that we are repeating Christ’s sacrifice over and over.  Rather we are making His “once for all” Sacrifice present again on our Holy Altars so that we can be renewed by its eternally effective power.  See OSB note on Heb. 10:11-12.


�  See 1Cor. 11:10 for angelic presence at the Divine Liturgy;  Also, see the story of St. Vladimir’s emissaries first experience of the Divine Liturgy.


�  See Divine Liturgy Book pages 7, 9, 23 & 53.


�  Acolyte Training Program of the Armenian Apostolic Church by V.Rev. Haigazoun Vart. Melkonian, M.A., ED.


� See:  Rom 12:2; 1 Cor. 2:12-16; 2 Cor. 10:3; 1 St. Jn. 2:15-17; 


�  Most likely, we picked up the term “Altar Boy” from the Latin Church (Roman Catholics).


� Acolyte Training Program of the Armenian Apostolic Church by V.Rev. Haigazoun Vart. Melkonian, M.A., ED., p. 19.


�  There is a movement to restore female monasticism in our Church.  Women are slowly beginning to take on the monastic habit as is our historic tradition.  Historically, some nuns were also made deaconesses but their  ministry was non-liturgical and solely unto women (see “The Deaconess in the Armenian Church” by Fr. Abel Oghlukian).  On the Biblical role of men and women in Church service see 1 Tim. 2:8-3:13 with OSB notes.  See also Divine Liturgy book pg. 1; Rom. 12:2;  See also “Acolyte Training Program of the Armenian Apostolic Church” by V.Rev. Haigazoun Vart. Melkonian, M.A., ED.


�  “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.” -St. James 4:8


�  See 1 Corinthians 15:35-58 and notes in OSB.  Also see page 27 of the book “Divine Liturgy of the Armenian Church.”














