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The Feasts of the Coptic Orthodox Church

Objective: 
· To appreciate the joy in the Orthodox church through its many feasts 

· To know what are the main feasts of the Orthodox Church
Memory Verse: 

“Rejoice in the Lord and again I will say rejoice” (Philippians 4:4). 

References: 

· http://www.stgeorge-sporting.org/church/copticchurch/thecoptic.htm
· “The Precious Jewel In Explaining Church Rites,” Fr. Yohanna Salama
Introduction: 


Moses’ Law arranged seven major feasts (Leviticus 23), which had their rites and sanctity, as a living part of the common worship. These feasts are: the Sabbath or Saturday of every week, the first day of every month, the Seventh Year, the Year of Jubilee, the Passover (Pascha), the feast of the weeks (Pentecost), and the feast of Tabernacles (feast of the Harvest). After the Babylonian exile, two feasts were added: the feast of Purim and the Feast of Dedication. 

The three aims of these feasts were: 

· To revive the spirit of joy and gladness in the believers’ lives. 

· To consecrate certain days for the common worship in a holy convocation (assembly) (Exodus 12:16; Leviticus 23)
· To remember God’s promises and actions in order to renew the covenant between Him and His people on both common and personal levels 

The feasts symbolized the joy to come in Christ, the continuous “Feast” and the source of eternal happiness. 


When the Word of God was incarnate and became man, He submitted to the Law and attended and celebrated the feasts. However, He diverted the attention from the symbol to the reality and from the outward appearances to the inner depths (John 2, 5, 6, 7, 12). 

Lesson Outline: 

I. Feasts and Worship 


Almost all days are feasts to the Coptic Church. Although she is known for bearing the cross, she is eager to have her children live in spiritual gladness, while toiling in the midst of earthly sufferings. She is capable, with the Lord’s help, to raise them above tribulations. In other words, the Coptic Church is continuously suffering and rejoicing at the same time. Her feasts are uninterrupted, and her hymns are unceasing. 

II. A Church of Joy 


One of the main characteristics of the Coptic Church is joy, even in her ascetic life. St. John Cassian described the Egyptian monks, who spread from Alexandria to the southern borders of Thebaid (Aswan), saying that the voice of praise came out perpetually from the monasteries and caves as if the whole land of Egypt became a delightful paradise. He called the Egyptian monks heavenly terrestrials or terrestrial angels. 


St. Jerome informs us about an abbot called Apollo who was always smiling. He attracted many to the ascetic life as a source of inward joy and heartfelt satisfaction in our Lord Jesus. He often used to say, “Why do we struggle with an unpleasant face? Aren’t we the heirs of the eternal life? Leave the unpleasant and the grieved faces to pagans and weeping to evildoers. But it befits the righteous and the saints to be joyful and pleasant, since they enjoy spiritual gifts.” 


This attitude is reflected in church worship, art and all aspects of life, so that it seems as if the Church life is a continuous, unceasing feast. Pope Athanasius the Apostolic tells us in a paschal letter that Christ is our Feast. Although there are perpetual feasts, the believer discovers that his Feast is in his innermost heart, the dwelling place of Christ, the Life-Giving Lord. 


The church relates and joins the feasts to the ascetic life. The believers practice fasting, sometimes for almost two months (Great Lent), in preparation for the feasts in order to realize that their joy is based on their communion with God and not on the matter of eating, drinking and material desires. 


The Coptic feasts have beautiful hymns and splendid rites that inflame the spirit. Their aim is to provide the living with heavenly and angelic thoughts. They also reveal the Holy Trinity and Its redeeming work in the life of the Church in a way that is simple enough to be experienced by children yet deep enough to quench the thirst of theologians. 

III. Feasts of the Coptic Church 

A. The seven Major Feasts of our Lord 

1. The Annunciation (Paramhat 29, c. April 7): 
On this day, we recall the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies and the attainment which the men of God had longed for across the ages, namely the Incarnation of the Word of God in the Virgin’s womb (Matthew 13:17). 

2. The Nativity of Christ (Christmas, Kiahk 29, c. January 7): 
It is preceded by a 43 days fast. Its aim is to confirm the divine love shown when God sent His Only-Begotten Son. 

3. The Theophany or the Baptism of Christ (Tuba 11, c. January 19): 
It is connected with the feasts of Nativity and Circumcision. On Nativity, the Word of God took what is ours (our humanity). By Circumcision, He subjected Himself to the Law, becoming one of us. Finally, in Epiphany, He offered us what is His own. By His incarnation, He became a true man while still being the Only-Begotten Son of God; by baptism, we became children of God in Him while we are still human beings. 

In this feast, the liturgy of blessing the water is conducted, and the priest blesses the people by wetting their foreheads and hands to commemorate baptism.
4. Palm Sunday: 
It is the Sunday that precedes the glorious feast of the Resurrection. It has its characteristic joyful hymns (the Sha’anini - Hosanna (Matthew 21:9)) and its delightful rite. The Church commemorates the entrance of our Lord Jesus into the Jerusalem of our hearts to establish His Kingdom in us and gather all in Him. 

A procession moves towards the nave of the church where the people stand before the icons of St. Mary, the Archangels, St. John the Baptist, the Apostles, the martyrs, the ascetics, etc. The procession continues before the church doors and the baptismal basin, praising God who embraces all together in His Son Jesus Christ. The procession ends by re-entering the sanctuary, for the God of the Old and New Testaments meets with the saints in heaven (symbolized by the sanctuary) forever. 

At the end of the liturgy of the Eucharist, a general funeral service is held in which water is sprinkled on anyone who might die during the Holy Week, since the regular funeral prayers are not conducted during this week. By this rite, the Church stresses her pre-occupation with the Passion and Crucifixion of Christ. 

5. The Feast of the Resurrection: 
It is preceded by the Great Lent (55 days) and is considered by the Coptic Church as “The Feast.” Its joy continues for fifty days until Pentecost. The feast of the Resurrection is also essentially celebrated on every Sunday. 

6. Ascension: 
It is celebrated on the fortieth day after the feast of the resurrection, on a Thursday. On this feast, we remember our Lord Jesus Christ who raises us up to sit with Him in heaven (Ephesians 2:6). 

7. Pentecost: 
It represents the birthday of the Christian Church. The Only-begotten Son paid the price for her salvation, ascended into heaven to prepare a place for her and sent His Holy Spirit to her, offering her guidance, sanctification and adornment as the Heavenly Bride. 

On this feast, the church chants hymns, rejoicing in the resurrection of Christ, His ascension and the dwelling of His Holy Spirit in her. Thus, she connects the three feasts in one whole unity. 

B. The seven Minor Feasts of our Lord 
1. The Circumcision of our Lord (Tuba 6, c. 14 January): 
It is celebrated on the eighth day after Nativity. On this day, we remember that the Word of God, who gave us the Law, was Himself subjected to this Law and fulfilled it, granting us the power to fulfill the Law in a spiritual manner. Thus, we enjoy the circumcision of spirit and heart (Colossians 2:11), instead of the literal circumcision of the flesh. 

2. The Entrance of our Lord into the Temple (Amshir 8, c. February 15): 
We remember that the Word of God became man. He doesn’t want us to be careless with our lives but to set our goals early in childhood. We have to work to fulfill our goals, in spite of our love and obedience to family and friends (Luke 2:24). 

3. The Escape of the Holy family to Egypt (Pachons 24, c. June 1): 
The Coptic Church is distinguished among all people through this unique divine work: the coming of our Lord to Egypt among the Gentiles. 

4. The First Miracle of our Lord Jesus at Cana Galilee (Tuba 13, c. January 12): 
As His first miracle, our Lord changed the water into wine at the wedding in Cana of Galilee, confirming His eagerness for our heavenly wedding and granting us the wine of His exceeding love. 

5. The Transfiguration of Christ (Misra 13; c. August 19): 
The unity of the two testaments is manifested in this feast, for Moses and Elijah assembled together with Peter, James and John. The glory of our Lord is revealed to satisfy every soul that rises up with Him to the mountain of Tabor to enjoy the brightness of His Glory. 

6. Covenant Thursday: 
This is the Thursday of Holy Week. On this day, we commemorate the establishment of the Sacrament of the Eucharist by our Lord Jesus, when He offered His Body and Blood as the living and acceptable Sacrifice, capable of sanctifying our hearts and granting us the victorious and eternal life. 

This is the only day of the Holy Week in which the Sacrifice of the Eucharist is offered. The rite of washing the feet is practiced in commemoration of what Christ did for His disciples. 

Also, on this day a special procession takes place, starting from the south of the church nave, during which a hymn rebuking Judas for his betrayal is chanted as a warning to us not to fall as he did. 

7. Thomas’ Sunday: 
This is the Sunday that follows the feast of the Resurrection. On this day, we bless those who believe without seeing so that all might live in faith through the internal touch of the Savior’s wounds (John 20:29). 

C. The Monthly feasts 
The believers joyfully celebrate the commemoration of the Annunciation, Nativity and Resurrection of Christ on the 29th of every Coptic month. The commemoration of St. Mary is celebrated on the 21st and that of Archangel Michael on the 12th of every month. 

D. The Weekly feasts 
Every Sunday is a true Sabbath (day of rest) on which we find our rest in the resurrection of Christ. There is no abstention from food on Sundays after the celebration of the Eucharist, even during Great Lent. 

E. Feasts of the Saints 
Every day of the year is a feast, so that the believers may live in perpetual joy and in communion with the saints. In addition, there are other special festal occasions: 

1. The Feasts of St. Mary: 
The Coptic Church venerates St. Mary as the “Theotokos,” i.e., the Mother of God, whom the Divine Grace chose to bear the Word of God in her womb by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35). Since she is considered to be the exemplary member of the Church and the interceding mother on behalf of her spiritual children, she is exalted above all heavenly and earthly creatures. Therefore, the Church does not cease glorifying (blessing) her and celebrating her feasts in order that we imitate her and ask her intercessions on our behalf. Her main feasts are: 

1. The annunciation of her birth (Misra 7, c. August 13); 

2. Her Nativity (Pachons 1, c. May 9); 

3. Her Presentation into the Temple (Kiahk 3, c. December 12); 

4. Her Dormition (Tuba 21, c. January 29); 

5. The Ascension of her body (Paona 21, c. June 28); 

6. Her apparition over the Church at Zeitoon (Paramhat 24, c. April 2); 

7. The apparition of her body to the Apostles (Misra 16, c. August 22). 

2. The Apostles’ Feast (Abib 5, c. July 12): 
This is the feast of martyrdom of the Apostles Sts. Peter and Paul. It is preceded by a fasting period which starts on the day following Pentecost. On this feast, the liturgy of the blessing of the water takes place in which the priest washes the feet of his people (men and children), commemorating what the Lord did to His disciples. Thus, the priest remembers that he is a servant who washes the feet of the people of God and not a man of authority. 

F. The Nayrouz Feast (1st of Tute, c. September 11): 
“Nayrouz” is a Persian word, meaning “the beginning of the year.” The Egyptian calendar goes back to 4240 B.C. Copts restored the calendar with the beginning of Diocletian’s reign in AD 284 to commemorate the millions of Coptic martyrs. His reign is considered a golden era in which the church offered true witness to Christ, when the souls of martyrs departed to paradise and kept shining as living stars therein. 

This feast, with its joyful hymns, continues until the feast of the Cross (Tute 17, c. 27 September). Thus, the church announces her joy and gladness with the martyrs in bearing the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ. In other words, the sufferings and martyrdoms were turned into a source of joy. 

G. The Two Feasts of the Cross: 
The first feast is on Tute 17, (c. September 27). It commemorates the dedication of the Church of the Holy Cross which was built by Queen Helen, the mother of Emperor Constantine. The second feast is on Paramhat 10 (c. March 19) and commemorates the discovery of the Holy Cross by the same empress in AD 326. 

During these two feasts, the church conducts a procession similar to that on Palm Sunday and uses the same chanting tune (Sha’anini-Hosanna) to announce that the cause of her joy with the Cross is the openness of the hearts (the inner Jerusalem) to receive the Savior as the King who reigns within us. 

Conclusion: 


The Coptic Orthodox Church is a living and joyous church. She unites the heavenly and earthly churches together throughout the year. 

Applications: 

· Memorize the 7 major and 7 minor feasts of the church. 

· Read in the Synaxarium about all the feasts of the church

· Participate in the celebration of the feasts with the church



The Feasts of the Church(

Feasts are public celebrations held on different days of the year. In the Old Testament, God gave feast days for His people. On those occasions, they practiced their religious rites and devoted their time to good deeds. Among those days were:

1. Saturdays, the day on which God rested after the creation (Gen 2:2, Ex 20:8, Lev 23:3)
2. Passover, this is the greatest feast to the Jews (Ex 12:14; Lev 23:4,5)
3. Harvest Day (Ex 23:16)
4. Collection Day (Deut 16:13,16; 23:16-32; Lev 23:3)
5. The Beginning of the Year (Lev 23:24)
6. The Atonement (Lev 23:26-32)
7. The Beginning of the Month (Deut 28:11)

God ordered them to celebrate those days and to observe them, otherwise they would be punished. Those days were shadows of the feasts in the New Testament, and they were symbols of the gifts that Jesus Christ gave us by His salvation. God gave consideration to those feasts and celebrated Passover Feast (Jn 2:13; 5:1; Matt 26:19; Mark 14:14; Luke 2:41), and He did not prohibit those feasts. The apostles celebrated these feasts and blessed them. St. Paul referred to the main sacrificial Passover (Pascha) who is Jesus Christ (I Cor 5:7,8). He used to go to Jerusalem to celebrate the Pentecost there (Acts 18:21; I Cor 16:8). Since the early centuries of Christianity, the Church has celebrated these feasts, mainly the crucifixion, the resurrection and the Pentecost. 
The Purpose of the Feasts:

1. It is a remembrance of a certain incident, and in celebrating it, we also remember the blessings that God granted our Church.

2. As we celebrate the feasts spiritually, we revive our spirits and our piety.


Feasts are of two kinds: Lord's Feasts that are related to our Lord Jesus Christ, and other feasts that are related to our Lady Virgin Mary, the Angels, the Apostles, the Martyrs and the Saints. 
Feasts of the Savior - "Lord's Feasts" (Major and Minor):

Major:

1. Annunciation - 29 Baramhat 
2. Holy Nativity (birth of the Savior) - 29 Kiahk 
3. Epiphany - 11 Tobi 
4. Palm Sunday - 7th Sunday of Lent 
5. Easter - Resurrection 
6. Ascension – 40th day of Resurrection 
7. Pentecost - fifty days after Resurrection

Minor:

1. Circumcision - 6th of Tobi 
2. Presentation of the Lord Jesus to the Temple - 8 Mechir 
3. Jesus Christ’s entry into Egypt - 24 Pakhons 
4. The wedding at Cana of Galilee - 13 Tobi 
5. Transfiguration -13 Misra 
6. Maundy Thursday 
7. Thomas Sunday - the Sunday after the Resurrection

Major Lord's Feasts:

1- The Feast of Annunciation:


It falls on Baramhat 29 of the Coptic calendar. The dates of all the other feasts are decided based on the Annunciation day. The apostles referred to it as the first of the Lord's feasts on which the Angel Gabriel gave the proclamation to the Virgin Mary as the Mother of the Savior on Baramhat 29. The Annunciation day always comes during the Great Lent. We do not abstain from food on that day, and we do not celebrate it if it falls between the last Friday of Lent and the resurrection. 
2- The Holy Nativity Feast:


It is the birth of the Logos, when the prophecies were fulfilled and the Divine promises met. The church celebrates this feast on the 25th day of the 9th Hebrew month, or on the 29th day of the 4th Coptic month (Kiahk). It is celebrated at night because the Savior was born at midnight (Luke 2:8-10). If it is a leap year, this feast is celebrated on the 28th of Kiahk so that the period of pregnancy does not exceed nine months (275 days). In this case, the 29th of Kiahk is still a feast, and we should not fast on it if it is a Wednesday or a Friday. 
3- The Epiphany:


This feast commemorates Christ's baptism. The Holy Trinity appeared on this day: the Father as a voice from Heaven, the Son in the water, and the Holy Spirit as a dove coming from Heaven to the Son.


The church celebrates this feast on the 6th day of the 10th Hebrew month, or the 11th day of the Coptic month of Tobi. It is said that Christians celebrated the Nativity and the Epiphany on the same day, throughout the first three centuries, in remembrance of the manifestation the Holy Trinity.  Later on, the church decided to celebrate the two occasions on two separate days. 
4- Palm Sunday:


This is the Seventh Sunday of Great Lent. This is the celebration of Jesus Christ’s entry into Jerusalem. The church celebrates His entrance as a King of Jerusalem in a spiritual sense. It is a symbol of getting ourselves ready to accept Jesus Christ in our hearts. This is also a symbol of the entrance of the Passover sacrifice. The palm branches are symbols of victory and the olive branches are symbols of peace. The hymns have a special tone (of hosanna).

5- Holy Resurrection, the Pascha Feast - Easter:


This is considered the feast of feasts, when Jesus Christ overcame death (Acts 2:24; I Cor 15:56). It was called the Passover Feast (I Cor 5:7). This feast always falls on a Sunday; it must not be on the same day as the Jewish Passover or before it, but it must follow it and be after the day and night are equal in length. Since then, Sundays have become weekly feasts in remembrance of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. On the eve of the feast, there is always a Holy Liturgy that ends after midnight because Christ rose while it was still dark (Jn 20:1). The church of Alexandria was responsible for deciding the day of the feast, according to the Nicene Council. The date was always decided after the Epiphany and sent to the other churches. 
Remarks on the Rites of the Feasts’ Eve:

1. Oblations are offered without praying the Agpeya because the Psalms are full of prophecies which are not suitable for the occasion.

2. After the praxis is read, there are no readings from the Synaxarium. We celebrate the resurrection by closing the doors of the sanctuary, as the doors of paradise were closed through Adam. Opening the doors was accomplished by the rising of Jesus Christ. The congregation recites `,ritoc anecty - aly;oc anecty , "Jesus has risen, indeed He has risen." The deacons carry the crosses and the icon of resurrection and go around the sanctuary and the church; this refers to the appearance of God to His disciples and to the women. It was also the procession of the newly baptized. 
6- Ascension:


Occurs on Thursday of the 6th week of Pentecost (Lk 24:50-52; Acts 1:9-11). There is a procession for the resurrection, carrying icons of the resurrection and the ascension. 
7- The Pentecost:


This is in commemoration of the invocation of the Holy Spirit on the disciples and the birth of the Church. This falls on the Feast of Weeks for the Jews, the seventh week after the Passover (Ex 23:16; Lev 23:25; Acts 2:1; 20:16; I Cor 16:8).


The apostles gave special attention to this feast; St. Paul mentioned that he intended to celebrate this feast in Jerusalem (Acts 18:21; I Cor 16:7,8). He promised to visit the Corinthians after he celebrated the Pentecost in Ephesus. This feast is always celebrated 10 days after the ascension of Jesus Christ. 
Examples of Other Feasts:


For the other feasts, you could read the book "Focus on the Coptic Family" by Fr. Mikhail Mikhail. The other feasts include the Feast of New Year, the Cross, the Virgin Mary, the Angels and the Saints.

The Coptic New Year:


Nayrouz is the beginning of the Coptic Year on the 1st of Thuout. This is the blessing of the first of the year. It is celebrated as a feast to start a new year with piety and chastity. The hymns are joyful, and they continue until the feast of the cross. 
The Feast of the Cross:


The Feast of the Cross is on the 17th of Thuout and is celebrated for 3 days and is also on the 10th of Baramhat, which always comes during Lent. These feasts are celebrated in a joyful tone, and there is a procession for the cross. 
Feasts of the Holy Virgin Mary:

1. 1st of Pakhons - Her birth
2. 3rd of Kiahk - Her presentation in the Temple
3. 21st of Tobi - Feast day of her departure
4. 21st of Paoni - Building the first church in her name in Philippi.

5. 16th of Misra - Her Assumption
6. 6th of Hathor - Consecration of her church in Moharrak Monastery
7. 8th of Paoni - Consecration of her church in Mehama, “Mostorod.”
8. 24th of Baramhat - Her apparition at her church in Zaytoon, Cairo (April 2, 1968).

9. On the 21st of every Coptic month, there is a commemoration for the Holy Virgin Mary
Feast Archangel Michael:


Feasts for this archangel are celebrated on the 12th of Hathor and the 12th of Paoni, and we also remember him on the 12th of every Coptic month. The angels are spirits, and they serve those who will inherit salvation (Heb 1:17). Archangel Michael fought against Satan (Rev 12:7-9), and he is one of the archangels who supports us.


Feasts of Our Lord Jesus Christ
Verse to Memorize:
	Rejoice in the Lord always.  Again I will say, rejoice!
Philippians 4:4


 

The Seven Major Feasts
	Feast
	Coptic Calendar
	Gregorian Calendar 

	1.  Annunciation
	Baramhat 29
	April 7

	2.  Nativity of Christ
	Kiahk 29
	January 7

	3.  Epiphany of Christ
	Tobah 11
	January 19

	4.  Palm Sunday
	Sunday before Easter
	 

	5.  Easter
	Varies
	 

	6.  Ascension
	40 days after Easter
	 

	7.  Pentecost
	50 days after Easter
	 


 

The Seven Minor Feasts

	Feast
	Coptic Calendar
	Gregorian Calendar 

	1.  Circumcision of Our Lord
	Tobah 6
	January 14

	2.  Entrance of Our Lord into the Temple
	Amshir 8
	February 15


	3.  Escape of the Holy Family to Egypt
	Bashans 24
	June 1

	4.  1st Miracle of Our Lord at Cana of Galilee
	Tobah 13
	January 12

	5.  Transfiguration
	Misra 13
	August 19

	6.  Covenant Thursday
	Thursday of Holy Week
	 

	7.  Thomas' Sunday
	Sunday after Easter
	 


 










































( Liturgical Studies II (Coptic Rites), Seminary course by Hegumen Fr. Felimon M. Mikhail, Pope Shenouda III Coptic Orthodox Theological Seminary, Fall 2000
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