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The Life-giving Cross which afforded us salvation, thorugh this token, we glorify Thee in one accord.  With the light from the Father of Light, shinining upon the earth, and in a staff of power to the faithful.  Through this token we glorify Thee, in one accord.  By its luninous rising, it was marvelously exhibited to us as a sign of victory against the enemy.


Glory to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit,


 now and always and unto the ages of ages.  Amen.





-Hymn from the special ceremony of Veneration of the Holy Cross





Dearly Beloved,


	Last Sunday, October 12th, was the Feast of the Holy Cross of Varak.  Two weeks prior to that, was the Tabernacle Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross.  This, in a most festive way, was celebrated in Armenian Churches throughout the world with a special cerremony of procession called Antasdan, which is a service of the Holy Cross.  Three weeks later, the last Sunday of the month, October 29th, is designated another feast dedicated to the Holy Cross, the Feast of the Discovery of the Holy Cross.


	As you see there are several feast days dedicated to the celebration of the Holy Cross.  These feasts all are based on historical events.  Obviously these liturgical arrangements are made by the Church in order to give more opportunity to the faithful to venerate the Holy Cross and to receive graces and blessings from it.


	Hence, today’s sermon is dedicated to the Holy Cross.  Certainly the Holy Cross is itself a vast, inexhaustible subject and in our preaching we may always find new ideas about the Cross which are edifying and inspirational.


	Last Sunday, as I menionted, the feast of the Cross of Varak was celebrated.  The great significance of the feast of the Holy Cross of Varak is the fact that it is genuinely an Armenian Feast dedicated to the Holy Cross of Christ.  While the other celebrations of the Holy Cross belong to the universal Church, the Holy Cross of Varak distinctively is an Armenain Feast.





	In a symbolic way it is the Cross of the Armenian people.  No other Church nationalized any feast day of the Cross, but Armenians did.





	It is interesting to note that the Armenians were not satisfied having set aside several feast days of the Holy Cross which are universally celebrated by all the ancient Churches, Catholic and Orthodox.  For the Armenian people this was not enough and they created their own feast day of the Holy Cross, the Holy Cross of Varak which distinctively is an Armenian feast day of the Holy Cross and solely belongs to the Armenian Church, the Cross of the Armenians, if you wish it.


	I will not delve into the details of the historical background of it at this time because I’ve done that some other time.  To refresh your mind, let it suffice to say that the feast of the Cross of Varak takes its name from the Mountain of Varak in Armenia where among among the rocks of the mountains, a particle of the true Cross of Christ upon which our Lord was crucified, was discovered, in the 7th century by a hermit named Thodik.  This was the place where the relic was hidden some three hundred years prior in the fourth century by St. Hripsime, where she fled, escaping from the heathen Roman Emperor Diocletian, during the wide-spread persecution of the Christians in the Roman Empire.


	For us it is important to know:  What is the significance of the Cross for Christians and particularaly for the Armenians?


	The Church from the very beginning, regarded the Cross of Christ as the instrument and foundation of man’s salvation.  Thus the Holy Cross has always been the object of respect and honor.  Our Lord Jesus Christ as an offering and sacrifice to God, died voluntarily upon the Cross for us.  From that time on the Cross became the banner of glory of the Church as well as the symbol of Christian life, power and glory.


	The Church of this day has continued to regard the Cross as the source of strength, life, and inspiration.  So does the Armenian Chruch hymn which says:





“Rejoice Holy Church for Christ, the King of Heaven


today has crowned you with His Cross.”





	Armenian people in the course of their history have shown an extraordinary attachment tot he Holy Cross which is amply evidnet in our liturgical ritual.  We are compelled to ask the question why so?
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THE HOLY CROSS OF VARAK





Before Thy Cross, O Christ, we prostrate ourselves;


Glory to Thee and to Thy Holy Cross. Alleluia.





These are the words of a chant that comes to us from the very ancient times; throughout the centuries we venerated the Cross, singing the glory of the Cross of Christ in our Churches.





Unto him who came to enlighten His chosen Holy Church


and crowned her with the Holy Cross, let us sing Glory.





Today, the Armenian Church celebrates the Feast of the Holy Cross ofVarak. This is yet another feast dedicated to the Holy Cross.  It is worthwhile to explore the historical background of the feast and to draw out its significance for our spiritual edification.  It's a fascinating story indeed.





The Cross ofVarak takes its name after a mountain named Varak in Van, in the province of Vasbouragan, in the heartland of historic Armenia, today in Eastern Turkey (Asia Minor).





The Cross ofVarak is a relic of our Lord's wooden Cross, upon which He was crucified and which was discovered on Mt. Varak in the 7th century, where the relic was concealed, earlier, in the 4th century, by St. Hripsimeh, the young virgin or nun. She hid this holy relic of the Cross in a crevice of a rock on Mt. Varak to keep it safe from her persecutors while she was fleeing with her companions from the advances of the Emperor of the Roman Empire, Diocletion.





Hripsimeh and her companions, numbering over 40, whose mother superior was St. Gayaneh, fled to Armenia, escaping from the heathen Emperor, who instituted a widespread persecution of Christians in his own territory.  The Emperor wanted Hripsimeh for his wife, for her exceptional beauty, but she refused to marry him for being heathen, and thus she was forced to flee with her companions and to take refuge among the rocks of Mt. Varak.





The Emperor heard of her escape and sent soldiers after her and the 40 nuns to apprehend them.  Hearing of this, Hripsimeh hid the relic of the Cross of Christ on Mt. Varak and continued her escape with her companions to the capital city of Armenia.  At that time Armenia Proper was an independent kingdom and outside of the jurisdiction of the Roman Empire.





In Armenia, when King Drtad heard about the arrival of this Christian group of nuns into his territory, �he ordered them to appear before him.  At the first sight the King instantly fell in love with Hripsimeh for her beauty, and wanted to marry her; but Hripsimeh refused him, again for the same reason, because the King was heathen.





The King was violently enraged, and all the nuns were martyred on the spot; but their martyrdom forever changed the destiny of the Armenian people, by becoming the first Christian nation by the royal edict of the same King Drtad, who was changed from a sinner to a saint.





The Cross remained hidden among the rocks of Mt. Varak for 300 years.  Tradition tells us that in the year 650 A.D. a hermit named Thodik, while praying on Mt. Varak, saw a vision of a luminous Cross with light radiating around it; this luminous vision indicated to him the place where the Cross was hidden; and thus the relic of the true Cross was discovered miraculously, hence the name "the Cross of Varak."


The Catholicos of the time, St. Nerses the Builder, hastened to Mt. Varak and verified the authenticity of the miracle of the relic and proclaimed the discovery of the true Cross of Christ as a feast day, naming it the Holy Cross ofVarak.  This is the historical sketch of the feast.  As you see, the Holy Cross of Varak is genuinely an Armenian feast day dedicated to the Holy Cross of Christ.


In a symbolic way it is the Cross of the Armenian people.  No other church has any nationalized feast day of the Cross.  Later the Monastery of Varak was built on that spot and became a great center of learning and cultural activity, until the time of the Genocide.





It is very interesting to note that the Armenians were not satisfied having set aside three feast days of the Holy Cross, which are universally celebrated by all the ancient churches; for the Armenian people this was not enough, and they created their own feast day of the Holy Cross, the Holy Cross of Varak, which is distinctively an Armenian feast day of the Holy Cross, and solely belongs to the Armenian Church.





We are compelled to ask the question...why so?





Because the Armenian people, during the course of their long history of oppression and persecution by barbaric hordes and savage tribes invading our land, needed a spiritual anchor upon which they could lean, to be comforted and strengthened; Armenians needed to be reminded of the eventual triumph of the Cross; that temporarily apparent defeats should not have discouraged them; all eventually ends up with triumph through the power of the Cross of Christ.





By believing in the Cross, we discover that with God's help we will be able to bear our crosses, and with our abiding faith, we will be ultimately victorious with our Lord Jesus Christ, who turned the apparent defeat into victory and conquered death by crushing its power and making the instrument of death [the cross] a most powerful instrument for victory.  The cross before Christ meant death, but the Cross after Christ meant life.





The reality of the Cross in our lives cannot be ignored or underestimated.  We cannot eliminate it from our life; either we accept it, and thus making it a necessary and important part of our spiritual.growth, or we simply deny it as something illusionary.  But let it be known that by denying it we will also deny for ourselves the power of God.





I want you to see that the things which matter most in life get their supreme value through the Cross of Christ.  By shedding His precious blood upon the Cross, Christ sanctified it, making it worthy for adoration.  





I want you to recognize that man’s supreme worth is vindicated by the Cross of Christ.  God saw something precious in each human being to let His Only-Begotten Son to be crucified upon a Cross.  The message of the Cross is the very heart of Christianity and it is eternal.  It is both Sacrifice and Victory .  This is the glory of the Cross.  Through the all conquering Cross we were made the inheritors of the Kingdom of God.  We shall always sing the glory of the Cross of Christ.  Amen.
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