The Ministry of an Ordained Acolyte 


in the Armenian Orthodox Church


That it may be understood and fulfilled





Part I.  Question & Answer Catechism


1:  What does it mean to be ordained?


	Every ordination gives the ordinand (the one being ordained):


a) a special permission from the Church to exercise a ministry, and...


b) a special power from God through the Church to serve the Lord in that ministry.





2:  Why do we need special permission?


	Because the Church takes very seriously the importance of having those who serve in the Divine Services properly trained to:  a) perform their duties correctly and


b) perform them with proper reverence.  No one is allowed to enter or serve in the Holy Sanctuary (which is the area around the Holy Altar) without the Church’s permission.





3:  Why do we receive the special power of God’s grace?


	Because without Christ “we can do nothing” but “with God all things are possible” (Jn 15:5 & Mt 19:26).  We need the power of God’s grace in our life in order to be able to fulfill His will.  Ministers of the Church need His grace and power even more.





4.  What does the word Badarak mean?


	The word Badarak means “Sacrifice” and “Offering.”





5.  Why is the Badarak called “holy”?


	Because a) in the Divine Liturgy the actual Sacrifice which our Lord offered upon the Cross is made truly present upon the Holy Altar for the forgiveness of our sins and 


b) because the bread and wine offered by the Priest, by the power of the Holy Spirit, truly become the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ -just as they did at the Last Supper.  There is nothing holier in heaven or on earth than the Holy Badarak.  Deacons sing, “By the holy, divine and immortal Sacrifice offered on this Holy Altar, let us bessch the Lord.  That the Lord our God, who has accepted the same at his holy, heavenly and intelligible altar, may in return send down upon us the grace and gifts of the Holy Spirit...” (p. 39 of Badarak).





6.  What should the word ‘Holy” mean for those ordained to serve in the Holy Badarak?


	It means we must dress, talk and act in a way that shows we know we are in one of the holiest places on earth -where our Lord is truly present upon the Holy Altar.  This means we must treat the Holy Sanctuary (the area around the Holy Altar) like the most special place on earth.  We must not treat it like a common place because this is the opposite of what “holy” means.  Our ordination means we understand this and will observe this truth very seriously.  This is what it means to have “proper reverence.” As it says in the Psalms, “Holiness is proper for Your house, O Lord...” (Ps. 92:5 LXX)





7:  What are the four minor orders an Acolyte is ordained to?


	The four minor orders are:  Doorkeeper, Reader, Exorcist and Candlebearer.


�
Part II.  The Meaning of the Four Minor Orders





	Now we will explore the historical meaning of these orders and how this relates to the children being ordained.  Historically these four orders were performed by adults.  But as time went on, they began to be bestowed on younger and younger men to give them more time to prepare, ultimately, for the Holy Priesthood.  Since these orders are now bestowed upon children, understandably, the child has to grow in his understanding and application of the ministry of an Acolyte.  Even though some do not exercise the Acolyte ministry as adults, the experience can leave a lasting impact on their faith.  Some continue their Church service by becoming Choir members, Ushers or Readers in the Divine Liturgy.  Girls can also go on to become nuns and monastic deaconesses.  Boys can also go on to become deacons, priests and bishops.  With the Acolyte ordination, the seeds of ministry are implanted.  Parents, with the help of clergy, should do their best to nourish these seeds by encouraging children to grow in their understanding of Acolyte ministry.





	The following is intended to help with this nourishment and to ensure that children have a basic understanding of the Four Minor Orders they are to receive:





The Preliminary Rite:  First, before the Ordination, there is a rite to prepare the aspirant for Ordination.  This consists of being tonsured (a symbolic cutting of hair) and then authorized to:  a) pray the Psalms publicly in Church and b) sweep the Church.


	The reception of the Ecclesiastical (or Church) Tonsure, similar to the Monastic Tonsure which Monks receive, means that Acolytes are called to be “cut off” from the ways of the world in order to serve God with a pure heart in the Holy Church.  Acolytes, like all Christians, should learn and pray the Holy Psalms.  The bishop authorizes them to pray the Psalms publicly in Church.  The “Aghaghagetsek” (Psalm 99/100) is one of the first Psalms Acolytes learn to pray during the Holy Badarak (see pg. 6 of Badarak book).





-The Bishop cuts their hair in the shape of a cross and then gives them the Psalms saying:


	“Take heed and endeavor with all your heart, that, that which you sing with your mouth [the Holy Psalms] you believe in your heart, and that which you believe in your heart you practice in your works; and with the cutting off of your hair may you be cut off from all the desires of the world...”





	Then the bishop authorizes the Acolyte with the responsibility to help keep God’s house clean and orderly.  They should take this serious and begin by keeping the choir vestry, where their robes and slippers are kept, neat and orderly.





-The Bishop presents to them the broom, which they all touch, and says:


	“Be ye henceforth authorized to sweep the house of the Lord and to cleanse His Temple.  And may the Lord cleanse you from your besetting sins...”


�
1.  The Ministry of Doorkeeper (Turn-a-ban):  Originally it was the duty of Doorkeepers to lock the doors during services to ensure those who hated the Church could not disturb the Holy Badarak.  After the Badarak they ensured the Holy Relics, Vessels and Vestments of the Church were kept safe from thieves.  This is similar to the role Ushers perform today.  Some Acolytes go on to become Ushers in the Church.





Q.  How can Acolytes exercise and grow in the ministry of Doorkeeper?





A.  Following their ordination they can exercise this ministry by helping Ushers whenever they need assistance in Church.  They can, for instance, help with passing things out to the congregation.  Also, ordained Acolytes should take serious the importance of helping to make sure the Church building is kept safe and secure.  They can help do this by ensuring that candles are kept safe and out of harm’s way.  If an Acolyte ever sees something that looks unsafe (like a door left open after Church) or suspicious, they should inform an adult immediately.  By doing this Acolytes can maintain and grow in the spirit and ministry of an ordained Doorkeeper.





-The Prayer the Bishop will say over the Doorkeeper:


	“Let the remembrance that you have to answer to God for this office, and for everything that is locked up by these keys which I now give to you, influence all your actions.  Be watchful and always pray when you open and close the door of the Church.”





2.  The Ministry of Reader (Unter-tsogh):  Historically the Church would only allow those to read the Word of God publicly in Church who had studied the Holy Bible and shown themselves qualified for such a ministry.  This would ensure that as the Bible was read in Church, it was read correctly without embarrassing mispronunciations or confusing sentences.  Other Orthodox Churches, to this day, use only ordained Readers.  Some Acolytes will go on to become Readers in the Church.





Q.  How can Acolytes exercise and grow in the ministry of Reader?





A.  They can do this by studying the “Asdvadzashoonch” or “Breath of God” which is what Armenians call the Bible (based on a literal translation of 2 Tim 3:16).  Parents should ensure that Acolytes learn the Orthodox meaning of the Scriptures.  The best way to do this is by purchasing an Orthodox Study Bible for the family.  One of the greatest ways to get acolytes started in learning the Bible is simply to study each Sunday’s readings from the OSB and read the notes to get the Orthodox meaning.  This will help Acolytes begin to learn the Word of God and its correct interpretation according to the great Fathers of our Church.  By doing this Acolytes can maintain and grow in the spirit and ministry of an ordained Reader.


�
-The Prayer the Bishop will say over the Reader:


	“Take these books and be relaters of God’s Word, instructing yourselves in them.  And if you fulfill your duties with pure mind and heart, you shall have your portion among the companies of the Saints and of those who have loved God.  And, brethren, you have become Readers in the House of the Lord.  This dignity implies duty which you are bound to fulfill...”





3.  The Ministry of Exorcist (Yert-mune-tsoo-tseech):  Historically an Exorcist was one who assisted the priest during Holy Baptism.  During every baptismal rite in the Church, an exorcism (or casting out of devils) is performed on the child who is to be baptized.  Also, the Armenian Church begins her daily services with a renunciation of Satan on behalf of the Church (the Hrajareemk).  Acolytes who go on to become Deacons will take part in such exorcisms and renunciations.





Q.  How can Acolytes exercise and grow in the ministry of Exorcist?





A.  They can do this primarily by praying for others and for the Church.  They have been given a special grace from God to intercede for the spiritual well being of all people.  They should take this duty very seriously and daily remember others who need their prayers.  Acolytes should also grow in the ministry of Exorcist by learning the Church’s Book of Canons and Rituals called “Mashdotz.”  This contains the Mysteries (or Sacraments) and other Blessing Services performed by the Church.   By doing this Acolytes can maintain and grow in the spirit and ministry of an ordained Exorcist.





-The Prayer of the Bishop will say over the Exorcist:


	“Now take this (book of Mashdotz) and store up the words written there in your mind.  I now give you the authority to place your hands upon those possessed with evil in their hearts and bodies, praying for them and also those who are about to be baptized that they renounce all evil...”





4.  The Ministry of Candlebearer (Mom-a-gal):  Historically candles were the only form of light in the Church and were especially important in the Holy Sanctuary (the area around the Holy Altar).  It was important to have the candles everywhere in the Holy Badarak that something important was happening.  This would draw all eyes to these important actions and help them to be seen.  Even though today we have artificial (electric) lights, the Candlebearers still serve to bring attention to these same important moments of the Holy Badarak.  Even if their candles do not give off much literal light, their presence “highlights” these important actions (like the reading of the Holy Gospel).


�
Q.  How can Acolytes exercise and grow in the ministry of Candlebearer?





A.  This is one aspect of Acolyte service which Acolytes partake of from the time of their Ordination.  But they can still grow in this ministry as well.  They must not mistakenly think that knowing when and where to stand makes them fully trained Acolytes.  This is just the beginning of Acolyte service (as we’ve seen above).  They should work to learn all of the hymns of the Holy Badarak.  Purchasing a recording of the Badarak on CD can greatly aid them in this.  As they get older they should continue to grow in their understanding of what the actions in the Holy Badarak mean.  There is no end to learning about the Divine Services and all Christians (even Priests and Bishops) continue to learn about these their entire lives.  By doing this Acolytes can maintain and grow in the spirit and ministry of an ordained Candlebearer.





-The prayer the Bishop will say over the Candlebearer:


	“Thou O Lord, who didst ordain all these, bless now these Thy servants that they might light the candles in the Holy Church...  O Lord God, enlighten the minds and souls of these Candlebearers, with the rays of Thy Holy Spirit, that they may serve faithfully in the Holy Church.”





Conclusion:


	Let’s review here are the symbols and their meanings conveyed in the Ordination of an Acolyte:





Tonsure = A Call to be cut off from wordliness;


Broom = Authorization to keep the Church’s Temple clean;


Psalms = Authorization to pray the Psalms in Church Services;


Key = Authorization to help keep the Church’s Temple safe;


Book of Mashdots = Authorization to learn and take part in Church Services;


Holy Bible = Authorization to study and read the Holy Scriptures in Church Services;


Candle Stick = Being authorized to light and carry candles in Church Services;





Through the prayers of our Holy Translators, I hope that the above helps Acolytes understand their ministry better and inspires a revival of the Four Minor orders.  I ask this through Christ our Lord, Amen.





Feast of the Holy Translators, 2008


Sub-Deacon Lazarus Der-Ghazarian


