






THE  LITURGICAL STRUCTURE OF THE 
EUCHARIST

Th e structure of the Divine Liturgy consists 
of four segments. Th ese four segments are 
identifi ed by liturgical scholars for the purpose 
of historical study and textual criticism. For the 
purpose of worship and liturgical celebration 
the four segments together constitute one 
structure.

Th e fi rst segment of the Divine Liturgy is Th e 
Preparation.

Th is unit includes the preparatory psalms and 
prayers; the vesting of the priest; the washing of 
hands; the mutual confession and forgiveness 
of sins of priest and people; the ascent to the 
altar and the closing of the curtain; and the 
preparation of the elements.

Th e Preparation must be understood both in 
ritual and spiritual terms. Th e ritual of washing 
and the public confession reminds us of the 
need for spiritual purifi cation before we present 
ourselves at the altar of God. Th e preparation 
of the elements of Bread and Wine behind 
the closed curtain symbolizes the mystery of 
Christ’ Incarnation and the Virgin Birth for the 
salvation of mankind.
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Th e Synaxis

Synaxis is a Greek word that means meeting or coming 
together. Th e Armenian term for this segment of the 
Divine Liturgy is Jashou Zham (Midday Meal). Synaxis or 
the gathering of the faithful reminds us that the Church is 
the Kingdom of God on earth, that we are its citizens and 
the most important thing we can do for the world, which 
Jesus came to save, is to come together in his name, to 
constitute the Kingdom of God, to off er our “sacrifi ce” for 
ourselves and for the world.

Th e Jashou Zham begins with the procession and censing 
around the church. Th e priest and the altar servers come 
down from the altar and proceed around the church. 
Our commentators have likened this to the earthly 
ministry of our Lord who came down from heaven and 
walked amongst the people. When the celebrant priest 
approaches the faithful with the incense, the faithful 
make the sign of the cross and ask the celebrant to pray 
for them, asking him to: “Remember me also before the 
immortal Lamb of God.” (In Armenian: “Hishescheer 
yev zees arachee anmah karinun Asdoodzo.”) Th e priest 
responds: “You will be remembered before the immortal 
Lamb of God.” (In Armenian: “Hishyal leecheer arachee 
anmah karunun Asdoodzo.”) Th e procession is followed 
by the Lesser Entrance; the proclamation of the Word of 
God; the Gospel and the Nicene Creed.

Th e recitation of the Creed is followed by litanies and 
prayers which brings the syanxis to its conclusion and 
leads into the celebration of the Eucharist.

Th e Synaxis is also known as the Liturgy of the 
Catechumen. In ancient times those who were preparing 
to receive the Sacrament of Baptism were allowed to be 
in church during the Synaxis, to hear the reading of the 
Scripture, and to listen to the homily and catechetical 
instructions. Th e catechumens would depart the church 
at the beginning of the Eucharist and follow the rest of the 
Liturgy from the narthex.  
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Th e Eucharist
Th e focal point of the celebration of the Divine Liturgy the 
Eucharist or Th anksgiving that is called the Holy Sacrifi ce 
or Soorp Badarak in Armenian. In the Holy Sacrifi ce the 
Church, the people of God, fulfi lls our Lord’s bequest to 
“do this in remembrance of me.” (Lk 22:19) In doing so the 
Church relives the Last Supper of Jesus with his disciples 
and thus becomes one with Christ.
At the Last Supper Jesus a) “took bread,” b) “gave thanks,” 
c) “broke it,” and d) “gave to his disciples.” Th e Eucharist 
segment of the Divine Liturgy recalls and relives these four 
essential movements of Jesus at the Last Supper in the four 
basic elements of the Holy Badarak: a) Th e Off ertory; b) 
Th e Eucharist; c) Th e Intinction and Fraction; and d) Th e 
Communion.
In the Off ertory the elements are brought to the Holy 
Altar as the solemn off ering of the Church. In the off ering 
of the bread and wine as the common gift  off ering of the 
community, the Church realizes the unity that our Lord 
wanted his followers to have. Th is unity is fully expressed 
in the Kiss of Peace shared by all.
Th e Eucharist is indeed the central element of the Liturgy. 
Th e prayer of the Eucharist recalls the history of salvation 
from the beginning of the earthly ministry of our Lord 
Jesus, and his off ering of himself on the cross for the 
salvation of all mankind. Th e Holy Spirit is invoked to 
descend on the elements of bread and wine and make them 
the Body and Blood of our Lord. Prayers of thanksgiving 
are off ered for the love and mercy shown by God toward 
his creation. As the living community - the Church 
Militant - realizes her unity with Christ, she also seeks to 
unite with Christians of the past - the Church Triumphant. 
In the Diptychs the saints and all the faithful who have 
fallen asleep in Christ are remembered. Th e singing of the 
Lord’s Prayer brings into focus the fact that God is “Our 
Father” and in him we are all brothers and sisters. For 
this great Divine gift  we off er our thanks in the Doxology 
and then share the Holy Body and Blood of the Lord as 
the disciples did at the Last Supper. Prayers and songs 
of thanksgiving for the gift  of sharing the Lord’s Table 
concludes the Eucharist.

 Th e Dismissal 
As the celebration of the Divine Liturgy 
draws to a close the celebrant priest 
comes down from the altar and standing 
in the middle of the church off ers the 
prayer of St. John Chrysostom: “0 Lord, 
you bless those who praise you ... save 
your people and bless your inheritance.” 
Th is is followed by the reading of the last 
Gospel, the blessing of the people by the 
priest and the dismissal of the people to 
“go in peace.”
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Th e Kiss of Peace (Voghjuin)

Th e visible expression of the unity of 
the Church is the Kiss of Peace, which 
symbolizes the reconciliation of the 
faithful in the Holy Spirit and the 
fellowship of the community of God. 
Aft er the Great Entrance, when the 
deacon calls upon the people to “greet 
one another with a holy embrace” and the 
people sing “Christ amongst us is now 
revealed” everyone in the congregation 
exchanges a sign of reconciliation, love 
and peace. It is in the Kiss of Peace 
that the unity of the Church with one 
another as the Body of Christ, and with 
Christ himself as the Head of the Body, is 
realized.

An embrace and a kiss on both cheeks 
was the form of greeting between friends 
at the time of Jesus as it still is among 
many people of the Middle East.  St. Paul 
exhorts Christians to “greet one another 
with a holy kiss.” (Rom 16:16.) In the 
context of the Liturgy the greeting of the 
Kiss of Peace is exchanged by placing 
the right hand on the heart and in a 
motion of kissing move the head on both 
sides of the person being greeted. Th e 
person giving the greeting says: “Christ 
is revealed in our midst.” (In Armenian 
Krisdos ee mech mer haydnetsav). Th e 
person receiving the greeting responds: 
“Blessed be the revelation of Christ.” (In 
Armenian Orhnyal eh haydnoolyoonun 
Krisdosee). 
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Th e Sharing of the Mahs

Mahs is unleavened bread, baked in the 
traditional Armenian lavash bread style. In 
preparation for the celebration of the Holy 
Eucharist a few loaves of mahs are placed 
on a tray and along with the Communion 
bread, nushkhar, is presented to the 
priest who blesses the bread and takes the 
nushkhar for consecration as the Body of 
our Lord. Th e rest of the tray is placed on 
the off ertory table on the left  of the Main 
Altar. At the end of the Liturgy, aft er the 
distribution of Holy Communion, the 
deacon once again presents the mahs to 
the priest, who blesses it three times with 
the sign of the cross. Th e deacon takes the 
mahs to the chancel for distribution to the 
people.

Mahs means portion in Armenian. It is 
the same as the antidoron (Gr. 'instead 
of the gift ') in the Byzantine Liturgy. 
Th e distribution of mahs has a threefold 
purpose: a) to consume the remainder of 
the bread off ered by the faithful for the 
celebration of the Liturgy, b) to provide 
nourishment for the people who have 
been fasting in spiritual preparation for 
Holy Communion, c) as another way of 
participation in the Liturgy for those who 
could not partake of Holy Communion. 
In the early centuries when all baptized 
Christians received Holy Communion and 
the catechumen, that is those who were 
not yet baptized and those who were in a 
state of penance, were deprived of Holy 
Communion. Th e distribution of mahs 
was a way of including the catechumen 
and the penitents in the table of the Lord.

Th e blessing and distribution of mahs 
reminds also of the early Christian 
tradition of the 'Agape' or 'Love Meal', 
which the community shared aft er 
the off ering of the Eucharistic Liturgy.
Ordinarily mahs is distributed by the priest 
who breaks a piece of the loaf and off ers it 
to each person in the congregation as they 
leave the church. In our current practice 
Mahs is broken ahead of time, placed 
in small plastic bags or envelopes and 
distributed by the deacons or members of 
the Parish Council when off ering a piece 
of mahs the person off ering it says: Mahs 
yev pazhin yegitsi kez ee sourp badarakes.” 
(May this be your portion from the Holy 
Sacrifi ce.) Th e person receiving says: 
“Pazhin im Asdvadz havidian.” (May God 
be my portion forever.)
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How to Receive Holy Communion

At the proper time in the Liturgy, when the deacon calls 
on the faithful to “approach with awe and with faith 
and receive communion in holiness”, the communicants 
form a line and approach the Holy Altar. When a 
person is about to receive the Holy Body and Blood 
of the Lord, he should make the sign of the cross, say 
“I have sinned against God” (In Armenian Megha 
Asdoodzo). Th e priest places the Holy Sacrament on 
the tongue of the communicant saying “May this be 
for the remission and forgiveness of your sins.” Th e 
communicant may then return to his seat on the pews.

Holy Communion in the Armenian Church, as in all 
Eastern Orthodox Churches, consists of both elements 
of the Holy Sacrament. In accordance with an ancient 
practice called ‘intinction and fraction’ the Holy Body 
is dipped in the Sacred Blood and broken into morsels 
and administered directly in the mouth.

It is diffi  cult to determine whether the practice of 
administering the two elements of Holy Communion 
separately and into the hand of the communicant 
was the universal practice of the Church in the early 
centuries. It is also diffi  cult to determine at what 
point in history the varying practices of East and 
West emerged. What is clear is that the manner 
of administering Holy Communion is a matter of 
liturgical practice and not an issue of doctrine.

A most important fact to bear in mind is that the 
value of Holy Communion, the sacred Body and life-
giving Blood of our Lord, is not determined by the 
form of administering them to the faithful, but by the 
fact of faith that we partake of the Holy Sacrament 
“for the remission and forgiveness of our sins and life 
everlasting.”

Holy Communion must be shared by everyone every 
time it is celebrated, except those who are in a state 
of penance either voluntarily or by the action of the 
Church. 
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Service for the Repose of Souls or Hokehankisd 

One of the most cherished traditions in the Eastern Orthodox 
Church is remembering the dead and praying for them. In 
addition to the Funeral Service the Tradition of the Church 
provides comfort to the living by praying for the souls of the 
departed. 2 Maccabees 12:45 affi  rms that it is “a holy and 
pious thought” to pray “for those who have fallen asleep in 
godliness.”

Praying for the dead is rooted in the Orthodox doctrine that 
the soul is eternal and at death, when the soul is separated 
from the body, the soul moves to the life hereaft er and awaits 
for the fulfi llment of Christ’s promise to come again and raise 
the dead on the day of judgement. Th e Orthodox Church 
teaches that we live in time between the fi rst and second 
coming of Christ, a time which the Fathers of the Church 
have described as a time of mercy. Since the dead await for the 
day of judgement, we pray that God will have mercy on them.

In the Divine Liturgy, in the diptychs, the priest prays: 
“Remember, O Lord, and have mercy and compassion on 
the souls of those who are in their eternal rest; give them rest 
with your saints in your kingdom of heaven, and make them 
worthy of your mercy.” He then prays by name for those for 
whom special prayers have been requested.

St. John Chrysostom, one of the most revered Fathers of 
the Church says: “It is not in vain that we have received 
this tradition from the Apostles, that we pray for the dead 
during the revered and inspiring mysteries.” According to 
the Book of Rituals, prayers for the dead are off ered for three 
days aft er burial in remembrance of Christ’s own burial 
for three days and His resurrection. Memorial prayers are 
off ered on the seventh day, i.e. on Saturdays at Vespers which 
is the beginning of Sunday, the day of the Resurrection of 
the Lord. Memorial prayers are also off ered on the 40th 
day in accordance with the people of the Old Testament 
who mourned for 40 days aft er Moses’ death, and on the 
anniversary of the death or at any time the family wishes to 
pray for the soul of a departed loved one.
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Th e Sacrament of Penance and Confession of sins

Penance is the sacramental act through which we are reconciled with God when 
sin has severed our relationship with our Creator and with his Holy Church. Th e 
sacrament of penance takes us back to our baptism when we were cleansed of our 
sins and were received as children of God. In the Tradition of the Church penance is 
indeed considered a return to our baptism, when we were initiated into the fullness 
of life in communion with God.

Th ere are three conditions that make penance a living and life-giving experience 
for the person seeking to reestablish full communion with God through his Son, 
our Lord Jesus Christ. Th e fi rst condition is repentance or contrition, that is feeling 
sorrow for one’s own sins. Repentance must come from the depths of one’s heart, in a 
natural process of contrition. Without the true feeling of sorrow penance is no more 
that a mere ritual formality, and indeed a hypocrisy. Th e second condition is 
confession, an open and full acknowledgment of one’s sins. “First declare your 
iniquities and you will be justifi ed.” (Is 43:26) To be worthy of the forgiveness 
of God one must confess one’s mistakes and errors sincerely and from 
the heart, with love and with faith. It is a grave sin indeed when one 
knowingly hides one’s sins and refuses to confess them. Th e third 
condition of the sacrament of penance is the absolution through 
which the penitent receives God’s forgiveness through Christ and his 
designated successors on earth, his apostles and their successors, the 
priests. Th e formal pronouncement of absolution in the Armenian Church 
contains the words of empowerment by Christ to his disciples: “Whatever you 
bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall 
be loosed in heaven.” (Mt. 16:19) Th e absolution may involve what is oft en called 
an act of penance as reparation for the sins committed. Th e act or acts of penance 
designated by the Church depends on the number and severity of the sins. Th e 
penitent must accept and fulfi ll the assigned acts of penance willingly and cheerfully, 
not as punishment but as a way of rebuilding one’s spiritual and moral life which 
was weakened by sin. Acts of penance may include a sustained period of increased 
prayer, fasting, clearly understood and focused sacrifi ces, defi ned works of charity, 
and in cases of grave sins, suspension from Holy Communion for a period of time.

Looking at the sacrament of penance as a journey from a state of broken relationship 
with God caused by sin to a state of reconciliation and harmony of the penitent with 
God and with fellow human beings, the last and the ultimate act of the penitent is 
the reception of Holy Communion, the Body and Blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ, which he off ered to all humanity for all times to cleanse us from our sins and 
to restore our broken relationship with God the Father. 
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Making the Sign of the Cross

Making the sign of the cross is one of the oldest trad itions in 
the Eastern Orthodox Church. Tertullian, the second century 
Church Father, writes: “In all our travels and movements, in all our 
comings in and goings out, at the table, in lighting our candles, in 
lying down, in our employments, we mark our foreheads with the 
sign of the cross.”

Th e sign of the cross is made oft en in the Armenian Church. 
While there is no “rule”, so to speak, as to when to make the sign 
of the cross, it is common practice to make the sign of the cross in 
worship when the name of the Holy Trinity is proclaimed, when 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ is invoked, at the beginning and 
the conclusion of the reading of the Gospel, or when the deacon 
calls upon the faithful to bow down. It is also proper to make the 
sign of the cross at the beginning and end of a personal prayer, a 
meal or when making a devotion as lighting a candle.

To make the sign of the cross join together the tips of the thumb, 
index and middle fi ngers of the right hand symbolizing the three 
persons of the Holy Trinity. Fold the ring and little fi ngers into the 
palm to symbolize the perfect humanity and perfect divinity of 
Christ. Move the hand with the fi ngers thus folded and touch the 
forehead with the tips of the three joined fi ngers, then move and 
touch the lower chest, the left  shoulder, the right shoulder, and 
fi nally open the hand and rest it on the chest. While moving your 
hand invoke the name of the Holy Trinity: “In the name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
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Lighting Candles 

Th e use of candles and lamps in Christian worship has 
a long and ever evolving history. Lights were used in 
the worship of the Jewish Temple and continued in the 
Christian Church. In the early Church there were “many 
lights” at the Eucharistic celebration (Acts 20:8). Lamps 
and candles were common in Christian worship by 
the fourth century and eventually became permanent 
fi xtures on the altar. Presently, the Main Altar of the 
Armenian Church is decorated with 12 candlesticks 
symbolizing the twelve apostles of Jesus.

In the Armenian Church, as in all Eastern Orthodox 
Churches, burning candles is a practice of personal 
devotion. Candles are burnt before sacred objects, icons 
or relics of saints. Th e light of the candle is symbolic of 
the heart of the individual Christian shining “as the light 
of the world” through the grace of God.

Devotional candles are available in the narthex of the 
church and may be obtained for a donation. Take the 
candles and proceed to the altar designated for burning 
of candles. Light your candle, make the sign of the 
cross and off er your prayer. You may pray for any good 
intention, for healing, for safety or off er any petitions 
you may wish for yourself, your family, your community 
or the world. You may also pray for the intercession of 
your patron saint, or the patron saint of your parish 
Church or for the saint who is being commemorated 
that day, or for any saint. At the conclusion of your 
prayer, make the sign of the cross and proceed to take 
your place in the pews.
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Burning Incense

Incense is the resin o f some trees which 
emit a fragrant smell when burnt. Th e use of 
incense in worship services is quite ancient. 
Psalm 141:2 reads: “My prayers rise like 
incense, my hands like the evening off ering.” 
Th e Biblical use of incense symbolizes 
purifi cation and healing, a festive element 
in processions and ceremonies, a worshipful 
atmosphere, and as a means of sending 
prayers to God in heaven.

Incense is used extensively in the Armenian 
Church, as in all Eastern Orthodox 
Churches, in all liturgical celebrations, and 
particularly in the celebration of the Divine 
Liturgy. Th e celebrant or the deacon censes 
the altar, the chalice, the gospel book, icons, 
and the people. Th e incense used in the 
liturgy is blessed frequently as the deacon 
presents the container of incense, called an 
‘ark’, to the priest, who blesses it and puts 
some in the censor. Th e incense used in 
the liturgy is donated by the faithful as a 
devotional off ering.
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Making Off erings

To make off erings to God from one’s possessions is a tradition 
deeply rooted in the Bible. Th e practice of tithing, i.e. giving 
back to God ten percent of one’s earnings, is observed by many 
Christians. Dioces an or parish stewardship programs, donations 
and gift s for sacraments, such as baptisms, weddings, funerals 
etc., are means of making off erings to enable the Church to 
continue her sacred mission. In the ancient practice of the 
Church penitential off erings, imposed by oneself or by the 
confessor priest, were also made by individuals as an expression 
of contrition and remorse.

To make off erings for the Eucharistic celebration of the 
community, is one of the most cherished practices of the 
Church. It gives one the opportunity to personally participate 
in the off ering of the gift  of the Body and Blood of the Lord. In 
earlier centuries the faithful brought to church the bread and 
wine for the celebration of the Holy Eucharist. Th at practice 
has been replaced in recent times with the monetary off ering 
of the faithful. Th e off ering plates are usually passed during the 
Diptychs, i.e. when the saints are commemorated, as a symbolic 
gesture on the part of the living to make a sacrifi cial off ering 
while we remember the sacrifi ce of the saints.
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