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HOLY THURSDAY 
 
The Service of Washing of the Feet (Vodnlva/Ոտնլուայ) 
 
Background 

In Jesus’ time, everyone wore sandals and the streets were hot and dusty. It was a 
simple custom of hospitality for the lowest-ranking servant to wash the feet of those 
gathered for a meal. Jesus met with his disciples for what would come to be known as 
the Last Supper. 

In the Armenian Church, we remember Jesus’ example of humble service and the 
church’s response to his divine mandate, “You also ought to wash one another’s feet” 
(John 13:14) with the service of the Washing of the Feet. Because the ceremony has 
strong baptismal overtones, it functions as a general renewal of baptism. 
 
Jesus Washes His Disciples’ Feet (John 13:1-17) 
 1 It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to 
leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he 
now showed them the full extent of his love. 2 The evening meal was being served, and 
the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. 3 Jesus 
knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from 
God and was returning to God; 4 so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, 
and wrapped a towel around his waist. 5 After that, he poured water into a basin and 
began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around 
him.  6 He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my 
feet?”  7 Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will 
understand.” 8 “No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless 
I wash you, you have no part with me.” 9 “Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my 
feet but my hands and my head as well!” 10 Jesus answered, “A person who has had a 
bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean. And you are clean, though not 
every one of you.” 11 For he knew who was going to betray him, and that was why he said 
not everyone was clean. 12 When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his 
clothes and returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?” he 
asked them. 13 “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. 14 
Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one 
another’s feet. 15 I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. 16 
I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than 
the one who sent him. 17 Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do 
them.  
 
Talking It Over 

1. What did Jesus know that the disciples did not yet know? 
2. What would you have done if Jesus wanted to wash your feet? 
3. What did Jesus mean by his answer in v.8?  
4. Why did Jesus wash his disciples’ feet? 
5. How do you think Jesus expected his disciples to carry out this example in their 

lives? How can we follow Jesus’ example of foot washing in our own family? 
6. What is something you can do to follow Jesus’ example of serving? 



Reliving the Story in Worship – The ‘Washing of the Feet’ Service 
The Holy Week service book (Avak Shapat) directs the bishop or priest to “wash 

the feet of all, from the greatest to the smallest.” As this rubric refers to a monastic 
community, for which the ceremony originated, it refers to the oldest and youngest 
monks. This does not, however, rule out the possibility that the ceremony could be given 
a broader, more inclusive application in modern parish life, so that anyone could have 
his or her feet washed. 

When the priest kneels before each participant with a simple basin and towel, he 
wipes the right foot of each, then anoints it with oil or butter and places a cotton pad on 
top. People once brought oil or butter to the church as a gift and then took home the 
blessed remnant of what was not used in church to use as a healing balm. Even the 
cotton pad in today’s ceremony is often kept. 
 
Highlights of the service (and things to think about)… 

• The deacons will chant Psalm 51, a prayer requesting mercy and cleansing. 
“Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean. Wash me and I will be whiter than 
snow…Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.” 
Think about the ways Jesus might create pure hearts and steadfast spirits in 
you. 

• The priest prays that all present may be made clean and worthy and be graced 
with humility, kindness and love. Think back on your day. In what ways did you 
express kindness? 

• Readings from the Old Testament focus on purification and the cleansing 
properties of water. Reflect on the important uses of water. 

• The famous “love” verses of the first letter of St. John are read (I John 4:7-21) 
during which we are exhorted to love one another. “If we love one another, God 
abides in us and his love is perfected in us…God is love.” How is God’s love 
perfected when we love one another? 

• This is followed by a discourse on love by Hovhannes Vartabed “Blooz” in which 
he writes, “Love is the key to the Kingdom of heaven and the path to eternal life… 
Love makes earthly people heavenly, and physical beings spiritual.” 

• The story of the Washing of the Feet will be read from the Gospel of John after 
which the deacon leads us in prayer, asking for God’s blessing upon this ritual 
washing, that we grow into overflowing love and good works, and that we commit 
ourselves and one another to the Lord. What might it mean to you to ‘commit’ 
yourself to the Lord’? 

• The priest will pour water into the basin cross-wise, praying over both the water 
and oil/butter. 

• One of the hymns sung during the service by St. Nersess Shnorhali, called “Aysor 
Anjar Looysooyn” (Today, the inexpressible Light), retells all of the Gospel 
events of Holy Thursday through sacred music. 

 
 
 
 
 



Enrichment 
1. Take a pat of the blessed butter home and use in cooking. 
2. Discuss the service with friends or family. What were some things that especially 

struck you? What were you feeling or thinking during the service? 
 
Armenian Icon 

 
‘The Washing of the Feet’ 
painted by Toros of Taron, 
14th century. 
 
The Disciples are shown in this 
icon illumination assembled 
together and awaiting their turn 
to have the Lord wash each of 
their feet (it was both feet).  
 
At the center Christ is shown in 
action washing both the feet of a 
disciple seated on a low stool.  
 
Above is a hanging lantern 
signifying that the event took 
place in a lighted room and was 
done so in order for it to be 
clearly observed. Also, the image 
is framed with columns on each 
side supporting a roof, telling us 
it was an event that occurred 
inside. Christ's action at this 
moment captures our attention 
as he shows his humility and 
love. 

 
An important feature in this icon illumination is the relationship of the two figures. 
Jesus the Lord and master is bowing before the disciple. His posture becomes part of his 
message of humility and love to them. Clearly his action is understood while the other 
eleven look on. Their expressions are deeply attentive to the conversation that is taking 
place. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



HOLY THURSDAY – HOLY FRIDAY 
 
The Vigil of Holy Friday (Khavaroom/Խաւարում) 
 
Background 
The vigil recalls the last night of Jesus’ life, when he asked his disciples to “watch” with 
him—in others words, to wait for him attentively—while he went away to pray (Matthew 
26:33-43). Like the disciples, Jesus has also commanded us to “watch attentively” for 
him; to remain prayerful and vigilant throughout our earthly lives, always prepared for 
the Lord’s imminent return. Interestingly, Luke’s Gospel adds the beautiful details of an 
angel’s appearance and the sweat of Jesus, like “drops of blood.” 
 
Jesus Prays in the Garden… (Matthew 26:36-46) 
 36 Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, 
“Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 37 He took with him Peter and the two sons of 
Zebedee, and began to be grieved and agitated. 38 Then he said to them, “I am deeply 
grieved, even to death; remain here, and stay awake with me.” 39 And going a little 
farther, he threw himself on the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this 
cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want.” 40 Then he came to the 
disciples and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, “So, could you not stay awake 
with me one hour? 41 Stay awake and pray that you may not come into the time of trial; 

the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 42 Again he went away for the second 
time and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” 
43 Again he came and found them sleeping for their eyes were heavy. 44 So leaving them 
again, he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words. 45 Then he 
came to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? See, 
the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners. 46 Get up, 
let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.” 
 
…while the Disciples fall asleep (Luke 22:39-46) 
39 He came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives; and the disciples 
followed him. 40 When he reached the place, he said to them, “Pray that you may not 
come into the time of trial.” 41 Then he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, knelt 
down, and prayed, 42 “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my 
will but yours be done.” 43 Then an angel from heaven appeared to him and gave him 
strength. 44 In his anguish he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat became like great 
drops of blood falling down on the ground. 45 When he got up from prayer, he came to 
the disciples and found them sleeping because of grief, 46 and he said to them, “Why are 
you sleeping? Get up and pray that you may not come into the time of trial.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Talking it Over 
1. What does Jesus ask of his disciples? 
2. What does he ask of God the Father? 
3. Is His submitting to the Father’s will a matter of 1) bitter resignation, 2) 

helplessness, 3) defeat, or 4) trust? 
4. How is Jesus’ prayer an instructive model for our own prayers? 
5. What are some of the things Jesus might have been feeling? 
6. At this most difficult time, as he faced torture and death, Jesus took his disciples 

with him to Gethsemane and had his especially close friends, Peter, James and 
John go even further into the garden with him to be nearby as he prayed. Who 
would you choose to pray with you at a difficult time? 

7. Jesus’ disciple fell asleep even as Jesus agonized in prayer. Have you ever felt 
abandoned by those you wanted to rely on? Have you ever identified with the 
disciples in this story? 

 
Reliving the Story in Worship – The ‘Khavaroom’ Service 

This hauntingly beautiful service recalls the last night of Jesus’ life in the Garden 
of Gethsemane – his agony and prayer, his arrest, and Judas’ blatant betrayal. The Lord 
asked his disciples to “wait” for him while he went away to pray, but instead of being 
“vigilant” and prepared for the Lord’s return, the disciples fell asleep. This seemingly 
insignificant incident is actually a representation of our own lives. Like the disciples, 
Jesus has also left us too for a time, and has commanded us to wait for him; to remain 
prayerful and vigilant throughout our earthly lives, always prepared for the Lord’s 
imminent return. The ancient ceremony of Khavaroom is a liturgical response to the 
Lord’s mandate. 

The heart of the service consists of six repeating liturgical cycles, each comprising 
the singing of Psalms, verses from the hymn Aysor Anjar, and a Gospel reading. 
 
Highlights of the service (and things to think about)… 

• A candle, representing Jesus, is placed in a tall candlestick in the center of the 
bema in front of the closed curtain. Twelve candles representing the disciples are 
placed in shorter candlesticks on either side of the tall candle in two rows of six. 
Some substitute a black candle for the last candle at the far end of the row, which 
represents Judas who betrayed the Lord. After the first hymn is sung, all candles 
are lit with the exception of the candle representing Judas. 

• After the conclusion of each Gospel reading, the reader turns toward the altar and 
bows three times, and while making the sign of the cross, says three times, 
“Bowing down in prayer we beseech the Lord.” Two candles are then 
extinguished, one from the left and one from the right. Is Jesus the greatest 
source of enlightenment in your life? 

• The first Gospel reading is recited: John 13:16-18:1. Jesus announces his 
imminent betrayal and in the midst of the disorder his words incite among the 
disciples, he tells Judas to go quickly and do what he is “going to do.” Jesus 
instructs his disciples to love one another, for by this they will be known as his 
followers. When Peter declares his willingness to give his own life for his Lord, 
Jesus sadly predicts Peter’s famous denial not once, but three times before the 
dawn’s rooster crow. Is your discipleship made evident in your love? 



• From the hymn “Aysor Anjar”, the six verses beginning with “Ehleets Zorensun” 
(the Law that was given) tell how the Old Covenant was transformed into the 
New Covenant when Jesus presided over the Passover meal, and himself became 
the sacrificial lamb and the bread of life. 

• The Gospel of Luke 22:1-65, describes the preparing of the Last Supper and the 
first Eucharist there, as Jesus breaks bread and gives it to his disciples along with 
a shared cup of wine, telling them ‘Do this in remembrance of me.” 

  
Enrichment 

1. Discuss the service. What were some things that especially struck you? What 
were you feeling or thinking during the service? 

2. Try to do everything prayerfully – in prayer, with prayer, with a prayerful attitude 
– to remain spiritually awake and connected with God. 

 
Armenian Icon 
  

 
 
‘The Betrayal’ painted 1320 A.D. 
 
This scene shows a scuffle; there is confusion and much action. All the figures converge 
upon Jesus who stands at the center of all the activity. At once we observe the treachery 
of Judas Iscariot shown leaning forward and with an embrace kissing the Lord on the 
cheek.  
 



Surrounded by the darkness of this event, now begins the unfolding of the arrest, trial 
and eventual execution of the Lord Christ. To the lower left corner in this betrayal scene 
we note the disciple Peter, angered by the arrest of his Master, raising his sword in 
defiance of what is happening, lunging forward and attacking one of the guards named 
Malchus and cutting off his ear. 
 
Also of interest is yet another figure behind Peter seen deliberately raising high his arm 
and hand. He is holding what seems to be a box, most likely the treasury box held by one 
of the chief priests whom Judas had plotted with for a price. The figure is elevating this 
box, as if tempting Judas who could see it. It was reward for his cowardly act of betrayal. 
 
HOLY FRIDAY continued… 
 
Service of Burial (Taghoom/Թաղում) 
 
Background 
In his description of Jesus being taken down from the cross and buried, Luke describes 
Joseph as a member of the Sanhedrin Council and one who was against the sentence 
Jesus had received. It would seem that he had to be a person of influence to have been 
able to get Pilate to release Jesus’ body to him. The chief priests and the Pharisees 
convinced Pilate to post guards at the tomb for at least three days. 
 
The Burial of Jesus (Matthew 27:57-66) 
57 When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who was 
also a disciple of Jesus. 58 He went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus; then Pilate 
ordered it to be given to him. 59 So Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen 
cloth 60 and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn in the rock. He then rolled a 
great stone to the door of the tomb and went away. 61 Mary Magdalene and the other 
Mary were there, sitting opposite the tomb. 62 The next day, the one after Preparation 
Day, the chief priests and the Pharisees went to Pilate. 63 “Sir,” they said, “we remember 
that while he was still alive that deceiver said, ‘After three days I will rise again.’ 64 So 
give the order for the tomb to be made secure until the third day. Otherwise, his 
disciples may come and steal the body and tell the people that he has been raised from 
the dead. This last deception will be worse than the first.” 65 “Take a guard,” Pilate 
answered. “Go, make the tomb as secure as you know how.” 66 So they went and made 
the tomb secure by putting a seal on the stone and posting the guard. 
 
Talking It Over 

1. Why do you think Joseph of Arimathea asked for Jesus’ body? (see verse 57) 
2. In asking for the body of Jesus, what risk was Joseph taking? 
3. Why might Matthew have thought it important to mention that Mary Magdalene 

and the other Mary (not Jesus’ mother) were sitting opposite the tomb? 
4. Do you think by posting guards, the Temple leaders believed Jesus might really 

rise from the tomb? 
5. Why do you think Pilate agreed to post the guards? 
6. Why three days? 
7. How have you tried to guard against Jesus breaking through in your life? 



Reliving the Story in Worship – The Service of Burial 
The burial or entombment service takes place during the evening prayer service. A 
symbolic tomb, sometimes in the shape of a church, is placed in the center of the 
chancel, adorned with flowers (traditionally brought to the church by parishioners), and 
during the service, it is taken in procession around the church. After the service, the 
congregation comes forward to venerate the tomb and kiss a shrouded cross. Fresh 
flowers from the tomb are sometimes distributed as the people depart. 
 
Highlights of the service (and things to think about)… 

• The service to commemorate the burial of Christ traditionally takes place at 
4:00pm, which is the usual time for Vespers/Evening Prayer. Today the common 
practice is to conduct the service later to accommodate modern schedules. Will 
you make time to be with the Lord as his burial is remembered, even as those 
who loved him did then? 

• A symbolic tomb is prepared and placed in the center of the chancel. They 
sometimes range from a simple rectangular box only a few feet long and wide, to 
an extravagant church-like structure with domes and pillars. The tomb is 
decorated with candles, fresh flowers, and an incense burner should be placed 
within, or on the tomb. What images do the candles, flowers, and incense at the 
tomb bring to mind? 

• The first time Soorp Asdvadz is sung in a special solemn melody, which is the 
only time during the entire Church year that it’s heard. The rubric states that 
clergy and all people should sing this on their knees. What do you feel when you 
cross yourself and kneel at this time? 

• While the somber hymn Yegayk havadatsyalk is sung, the priest censes the tomb 
and chancel. 

• After the burial service concludes with the elevation of the Gospel, the service of 
the Veneration of the Cross begins. A large cross, wrapped in a white cloth as a 
symbol of Christ’s funeral shroud, is placed on or inside the tomb. The hymns 
Khachee Ko Kreesdos and Khachun Genarar are sung. Khachun Genarar means 
“life-giving cross.” What new life has the cross brought into your life? 

• After the final blessing, the faithful come forward to venerate the tomb and cross. 
 
Enrichment 

1. Discuss the service with friends or family. What were some things that especially 
struck you? What were you feeling or thinking during the service? 

2. If you own a cross as jewelry, take it to your priest and get it blessed. Kiss it 
whenever you put it on or take it off. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Armenian Icon 
‘Entombment of the Lord’ 
painted by Karapet of Aghtamar, 
15th century 
 
The iconography in this illumination 
presents the Entombment as it may be 
constructed in the chancel of a church, 
with a symbolic tomb, a cross, and 
candles. 
 
The stoic figures, presumably Joseph 
of Arimathea and Nicodemus, embrace 
the linen-shrouded body of Christ. The 
Lord's sullen countenance shows his 
face not restful but having closed his 
eyes to death with suffering. The halo 
of light surrounding his head is the 
prophetic fulfillment of how he was to 
die, on a Cross. 
 
The presence of the women is also 
important. The Blessed Mother of God 
and Mary Magdalene are the bearers 
of life and good news, the former who 
gave him life and the latter who would 
see him and announce that he has 
come back to life.  
 
In the two corners at the top are angels 
showing the sorrow of heaven as well. 

Lifting red colored cloths to their anguished faces, they dry their tears. By their presence 
all of created beings in heaven and on earth are represented. 
 
Dominating this scene is the cross placed at the very center. The cross now becomes the 
focus of our veneration and spiritual contemplation as faithful followers of our Lord as 
he is laid in his resting place. At the Crucifixion, people stood at the foot of the Cross 
lamenting the Body of our Lord affixed to it. But now the cross is transformed; no longer 
an instrument of torture but, by the Lord's sacrifice, a sign of victory, strength, and new 
life. 
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