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Introduction  
The Feast of the Dormition of Our Most Holy Lady, the 

Theotokos and Ever-Virgin Mary is celebrated on August 15 each 
year. The Feast commemorates the repose (dormition and in the 
Greek kimisis) or "falling-asleep" of the Mother of Jesus Christ, our 
Lord. The Feast also commemorates the translation or assumption 
into heaven of the body of the Theotokos. 
Biblical Story 

The Holy Scriptures tell us that when our Lord was dying 
on the Cross, He saw His mother and His disciple John and said to 
the Virgin Mary, "Woman, behold your son!" and to John, "Behold 
your mother!" (John 19:25-27). From that hour, the Apostle took 
care of the Theotokos in his own home. Along with the biblical 
reference in Acts 2:14 that confirms that the Virgin Mary was with 
the Holy Apostles on the day of Pentecost, the tradition of the Church holds that she remained in the home of the 
Apostle John in Jerusalem, continuing a ministry in word and deed. 

At the time of her death, the disciples of our Lord who were preaching throughout the world returned to 
Jerusalem to see the Theotokos. Except for the Apostle Thomas, all of them including the Apostle Paul were 
gathered together at her bedside. At the moment of her death, Jesus Christ himself descended and carried her 
soul into heaven. 

Following her repose, the body of the Theotokos was taken in procession and laid in a tomb near the 
Garden of Gethsemane. When the Apostle Thomas arrived three days after her repose and desired to see her 
body, the tomb was found to be empty. The bodily assumption of the Theotokos was confirmed by the message 
of an angel and by her appearance to the Apostles. 

This great Feast of the Church and the icon celebrates a fundamental teaching of our faith—the 
Resurrection of the body. In the case of the Theotokos, this has been accomplished by the divine will of God. 
Thus, this Feast is a feast of hope, hope in Resurrection and life eternal. Like those who gathered around the 
body of the Virgin Mary, we gather around our departed loved ones and commend their souls into the hands of 
Christ. As we remember those who have reposed in the faith before us and have passed on into the communion 
of the Saints, we prepare ourselves to one day be received into the new life of the age to come. 

We also affirm through this Feast as we journey toward our heavenly abode that the Mother of God 
intercedes for us. Through Christ she has become the mother of all of the children of God, embracing us with 
divine love. 
Orthodox Christian Celebration of the Feast of the DORMITION  

The commemoration of the Dormition of the Theotokos and the preparation for the Feast begin on 
August 1 with a period of fasting. A strict fast is followed on most of the days (no meat, dairy, oil, or wine), with 
the exceptions of fish on the Feast of the Transfiguration (August 6) and the day of the Dormition. Oil and Wine 
are allowed on Saturdays and Sundays. 

On the weekdays before the Feast, Paraklesis services are held in most parishes. These consist of the 
Great Paraklesis and the Small Paraklesis, both services of supplication and prayer for the intercessions of the 
Theotokos. 

The Feast of the Dormition is celebrated with the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom which is 
conducted on the morning of the Feast and preceded by a Matins (Orthros) service. A Great Vespers is 
conducted on the evening before the day of the Feast. Scripture readings for the Feast of the Dormition are the 
following: At Vespers: Genesis 28:10-17; Ezekiel 43:27-44:4; Proverbs 9:1-11. At the Matins: Luke 1:39-49, 56. 
At the Divine Liturgy: Philippians 2:5-11; Luke 10:38-42; 11:27-28. 
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�������� .  $
�  ��#��  (���  (������
  ��
  ���������  ���  
)���������  ���  13 ���������  ��
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  ������  ���  
���������  ��
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��  ����'�  ��  
�������
���  �������
�  ���  
���  ���  ��'��� , ����
  ��������  �����  '
��������
  ���  ���������  ���  ��
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�  ��
  �
�  ��  �����  ���
�������  �����  ������  �����  �������  �
�  ���
�  
�
�  ������  �������
��  ������� . �  ��������  �����
0�  ��
  ����'�����  ��  -
-���  ����  ��
  ��  



 5

�������  «������(� » ��
  «3��'������(� ». &�  �������������  �����  ������  ���  �
�  '
�����
�  ����� , 
������
����  ��
�  -��
���  �
�  ������� , �'
���  ������  ����  '
����(
��  ����#� , ����  ����*�  
����*���
� , ����  ������  ���
�  ��
  ����  �
�������(�� . �* ’ �����  ���#�  ������ , �  �����  �
�  
'
�����
�  ���#�  ����  
�  -���  ���  �������
��  
����
���  ����'���
�  ���
  ���  ��  ����
��  ���  
���������� . 

�
'
��  ��  �������  ���  	�
����
�  ���  ��������  �(������
 , �����  �
�  ���
� , ��
  �
�  
������(��  '
����
� , ���  (�����
  ���  ��  �����  ���  ����������  �������  ���  	����� , ���  )
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  ���������
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2�
����  �������
�#�  ����
��  ���  �
�'���  �����  ��
  ����������
 .  
�  ,��������  �  ����������  
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�  ���  Y
��  
��� . %
 ��������
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Fr. Aris Metrakos 

 
It's hard to think about the Panagia* (Virgin Mary) without becoming reflective. Maybe it's the 

sweet face depicted on icons, or remembering the first time chanting the "Aspile"** or the "Kai dos imin"** 
in front of the congregation. For the Orthodox Christian, the Theotokos*** and the "warm and fuzzies" go 
together. 

Last Friday the Church chanted the Akathist to the Virgin Mary. In some Orthodox traditions, parts 
of this service had already been sung and read on the preceding four Fridays. In many ways, this venerable 
service which mixes together communal prayers, chanting by individuals, choral responses, and priestly 
intonations epitomizes Orthodox Christian worship. 

At the parish which I serve, the choir, congregation, and clergy prayed the Akathist with piety, 
dignity, and beauty. Only one thing was missing: congregants. On one of the most traditional services of 
Great Lent, the church was largely empty. After speaking with other parish priests, it seems that this less 
than exuberant turnout for the Panagia was not unique. 

At the risk of sounding like every other good-old-days-recalling middle-aged person who has ever 
lived might I say: "It didn't used to be this way." My wife and I remember worshiping together before we 
were married and as young newlyweds at churches that were consistently one-third to one-half full on the 
Friday evenings of Great Lent. Both of us agree that over the past quarter century participation at the 
Salutations Service has dwindled steadily. 

What's changed? I remember the chanting of the "good-old-days" and in all objectivity today's 
church music is generally better. Our choirs are well-prepared. Our clergy are faithful. My fear is that as a 
Church, American Orthodox Christians are drifting away from the Theotokos. 

Why the Panagia is Loved 
Orthodox apologists can draw on Biblical texts and extra-Biblical sources to "justify" to outsiders 

the veneration of the Virgin Mary, but this approach always fall short of the mark. The emotions that are 
evoked when we sing together "Ti Ypermacho" and "Tin Oreotita" aren't borne out of Biblical proof texts. 
The awe and tenderness that fill our hearts at that moment come from the recollection of the way that she 
has answered our prayers. 

For two millennia the Theotokos has listened to the prayers of the faithful. That's why people turn to 
her in times of distress. They know she hears us and will intercede for us with her Son. 
Intercessory prayer can be a stroll on thin ice in the dialog between Orthodoxy and the world, but it's easy 
enough to explain. If I ask you to pray for me for this or that reason, why would I think that your prayers 
would be anything but more powerful when you pass from this life to the next! Fallen humanity is selfish 
and self-serving. We do those things that have a "pay-off." Faithful persons in times of distress cry out to 
the Panagia for only one reason: Intercessory prayer works. 

Losing Touch with the Panagia 
So why have many American Orthodox drifted away from Mary? Does this estrangement result 

from the influence of our heterodox brethren? Do we identify her with the Old World? I think we are no 
longer close to the Theotokos because we no longer understand the power of the Faith of the Orthodox. We 
need to pray expecting results. 

In our rational and often lukewarm approach to piety we might pray because "we're supposed to," or 
to make ourselves "feel good," but how many of us expect to change things when we pray? God answers 
prayers in His time and in His way, and, yes, some of our prayers are trivial -- to date no prayer to stop 
male-pattern baldness has been answered. But there is no doubt that in times of real need, our prayers are 
answered in profound and magnificent ways. Very often these answered pleas were made through the 
intercessions of the Theotokos. 

In times of distress and brokenness we need to be less clever and more humble. 
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Our lack of a reliance on the Panagia comes also from our self-reliance. In our affluent, comfortable 
I Did It My Way society, the notion of relying totally on God is essentially foreign. When we get in jam, we 
trust only in our own wits, will, and wisdom. The notion of being on one's knees, sobbing and pouring out 
one's heart to the Almighty runs counter to the American spirit, but it opens our hearts to the Holy Spirit. In 
those moments, like a drowning person reaching out his hands for a line tossed from a passing ship we 
exclaim "Most Holy Theotokos, save us." 

Mary is for the Faithful  
Akathists and Supplications to the Panagia are not mission services. If you know someone interested 

in Orthodoxy, invite him to Divine Liturgy or a catechism class. The veneration of Mary belongs to those 
persons who have internalized the message of Apostolic Christianity. This is not a call for the Orthodox to 
become modern day Gnostics or Corinthians, but rather to rediscover the essence of the Faith. To be an 
Orthodox Christian means to live with the promise of being able to live in communion with the Lord; to 
open the eyes of our heart so that we might experience tangibly His presence; to become "dead to sin and 
alive in Christ Jesus" not because we are adherents to some philosophical system, but because we are His 
sons and daughters. 

Why the World Needs the Panagia 
Can anyone imagine standing before an icon of the Theotokos and Christ and being "pro-choice?" Is 

it possible to read the account of the Nativity and not be determined to be the best parent and spouse that 
you can be? When your business is tanking, will you still cheat your creditors when you are uttering the 
words "Most Holy Theotokos, save us?" Can there be any more powerful counter to the specious allegation 
that Orthodoxy and male chauvinism are one and the same thing, than the love we have for the New Eve? 

The World (and the Church) Apart from the Panagia 
Turning our back on the Panagia comes with consequences. With this attitude comes a reason bound 

faith that can define "hypostasis" but never know the meaning of love. Without traditional piety we become 
convinced that Jesus told us a lot of good things about how we should live, while doubting that He has the 
power to change our lives. 

Some Rebuttals to Those Among Us Who are Uncomfortable with Mary  
Some modern Orthodox Christians don't like the words "Most Holy Theotokos, Save Us." They 

would prefer the words "intercede for us," reminding us that the exclamation "Save Us" is confusing to non-
Orthodox. The veneration of Mary is not for the non-Orthodox. Once people have been fully converted to 
Christ, the love of the Panagia follows naturally. The pious believer knows firsthand that Jesus is his Savior, 
but the drowning man does not cry out to the lifeguard, "Intercede for me!" 

Others among us who have been influenced by anthropology, sociology, evolutionary psychology, 
and the like tell us that lots of pagan cultures and belief systems have a "Mary-like" figure. That's no 
surprise. The Orthodox have always known about the Seminal Word -- the notion that, since all humans are 
made "in the image and likeness" of the same God, there would be an overlap in the religious beliefs of 
various cultures. Jesus Christ and His Church, the Orthodox continue, are a fulfillment of the traces of the 
Seminal Word deposited among all peoples. The myths associated with the "Mary-like" components of 
pagan beliefs are like stepping stones leading the way to the events of the Panagia's life and her continued 
intercessions on our behalf. 

All is Not Lost 
Last August 14 and 15, I had the privilege of serving at a monastery in Transylvania that is home to 

a wonderworking icon of the Panagia. Almost 200,000 pilgrims (many of whom had traveled days on foot 
to be there) spent two days venerating this icon and literally singing the praises of the Theotokos. In their 
contrition, many of the faithful crawled around the monastery chapel on their hands and knees. At the 
conclusion of the vigil on the eve of the Dormition, four monk priests placed the icon on a bier which was 
then hoisted on their shoulders. A procession of clergy paraded the icon three times around the church as 
196,000 persons sang popular folk songs to the Panagia while waving huge boughs of basil. Only police and 
riot gates kept the exuberance from becoming absolute pandemonium. 
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 Why is it that the number of people gathered in one spot in Romania to commemorate the Dormition 
exceeded the sum total of every American Orthodox Sunday morning congregation? Are we more 
sophisticated? Do we have better cable channels? My suspicion is that the hardships resulting from 
centuries of imperial oppression, the pain of a half-century of one of the most oppressive Communist 
regimes, and the fears stemming from today's economic uncertainties have cemented within the hearts of the 
Romanian people a dedication to one who is the Joy to All who Sorrow. 

Finally, please don't think that I am advocating simply for better attendance at Salutations or 
Paraklesis services. Instead, I am calling for a radical "Back to the Future" overhaul of American Orthodox 
piety that leads us to a future illumined and shaped by the power of intercessory prayer to the Panagia. To 
those American Orthodox Christians who adore the Virgin Mary, please pray that she will intercede in the 
hearts of all who have grown cold to her, so that the faithful of the New World might not abandon the 
Theotokos. To be sure, she has never abandoned us. 
* Panagia is a name given to the Virgin Mary in Orthodox Christian circles.  
** Refers to prayers read during the Salutations (Paraklesis in Greek) services in which the Virgin Mary is honored. 
*** Theotokos is the Greek term given by the Council of Ephesus (431) which names the Virgin Mary and means the one who 
bore (or gave birth) to God. All the names applied to the Theotokos are Christological and confirm that the Jesus born of her is 
indeed the Son of God. 

 
Rev. Aris P. Metrakos is the pastor of Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Church in Columbia, South Carolina. He is frequent retreat leader and speaker for both teens 
and adults. Prior to attending seminary, Fr. Aris was an aviator for the US Navy. He travels annually to Romania to help the Romanian Orthodox Church 
establish ministries for Romanian youth. You can contact Fr. Aris at FrMetrakos@orthodoxytoday.org.�
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Why is the smile of elder Joseph of Vatopedi from eternity? 
July 18, 2009 

 
Honorable Mr. Papanikolaou, 

A few hours after the entombment of elder Joseph, you posted at 
your website an article with the title “Funeral of Blessed Elder Joseph of 
Vatopedi – A Smile From Eternity“, describing in a few words the event 
aided by a few pictures. [transl's note: original greek article] 

The photograph of the reposed, who is smiling not only with his lips 
but with all the expression of his face, made  a great impression on people, 
which we can see  from the articles and comments in numerous web-sites. 

One can indeed come across dead people with a glowing face, a 
peaceful expression, but with never a smile. On the one hand all the spiritual 
fathers say that the time of death is horrifying for man. On the other hand we 
read in the book of the Sayings of the desert Fathers that even the most 
advanced ones, out of humility, did not let down their guard before enter 

eternal life, where there is no longer any danger. 
In addition, Elder Joseph had a major heart problem and he was very debilitated by this illness. So 

how did he repose smiling? 
The answer is: NO, he didn’t repose smiling, but HE SMILED 

AFTER HIS REPOSE. 
After a conversation of us with some fathers of the monastery, we 

convey to you the story of the event. 
The two monks that were with him until the very last moment, 

sprinted to the abbot, Elder Ephraim, to let him and the rest of the fathers 
know about the repose of Elder Joseph and the former two didn’t pay 
attention to the reposed, who was left with his mouth half-open. 
 Thus, they came back to the cell, to prepare the reposed according to 
the monastic. Elder Ephraim ordered them to leave his face uncovered. The 
fathers tried to close his mouth, but as it was quite late, his mouth remained 
open. They even tied a gauze around his head, so that his mouth would 
remain closed, but after they removed it his mouth opened up again. About 

45 minutes had already gone, by since he had passed away. 
-Elder, what should we do, it looks bad with the  mouth open? 
-Leave him as he is, do not cover his face! 

 They sewed him inside his monastic mantle as according to monastic custom. The whole procedure 
so that he was put inside the mantle and sewed in took another 45�. Then, they cut off the cloth around his 
face - according to the order - and found the elder as everybody can see him now, smiling. 
 Did he listen to them and granted them this little favour, so that he didn’t hurt their feelings? Or, was 
it that he wanted to grant us an indication what he saw and let us know the state in which he is now? 
 The smile of elder Joseph of Vatopedi, is the first supernatural event after his repose and has become 
a great consolation for everybody. 

Panayiotis Koutsou 
To see all the before/after pictures, see �������� �!� "#"$%!&#�&'(($)!*����+��,�-.�%�/(0��'0 (*"1'0!20'1#'&03!('��0!20� �!�'#"02&!*0'�'&4"�/�5*! &'0
--6-+ �

�

�
�
�

after rigor 
mortis 

The miracle. 
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From a letter of the Optina Elder [and New Martyr] St. Anatoly the Younger (+1922) 

 "...From that heresies will spread everywhere and deceive many people. The enemy of the human 
race will act with cunning in order to draw into heresy, if possible, even the elect.  
 He will not begin by crudely rejecting the dogmas of the Holy Trinity, the divinity of Jesus Christ 
and the virtue of the Theotokos, but he will begin imperceptibly to distort the teachings and statutes of the 
Church and their very spirit, handed down to us by the Holy Fathers through the Holy Spirit.  
 Few will notice these wiles of the enemy, only those more experienced in the spiritual life. Heretics 
will seize power over the Church and will place their servants everywhere; the pious will be regarded with 
contempt. He (the Lord) said, by their fruits ye shall know them, and so, by their fruits, as well as by the 
actions of the heretics, strive to distinguish them from the true pastors.  
 These are spiritual thieves, plundering the spiritual flock, and they will enter the sheepfold (the 
Church), climbing up some other way, using force and trampling upon the divine statutes. The Lord calls 
them robbers (cf. St. John 10:1). Indeed, their first task will be the persecution of the true pastors, their 
imprisonment and exile, for without this it will be impossible for them to plunder the sheep.  
 Therefore, my son, when you see the violation of patristic tradition and the divine order in the 
Church, the order established by God, know that the heretics have already appeared, although for the time 
being they may conceal their impiety, or they will distort the Divine Faith imperceptibly, in order to succeed 
better in seducing and enticing the inexperienced into the net.  
 The persecution will be directed against not only pastors but against all servants of God, for all those 
ruled by heresy will not endure piety. Recognize these wolves in sheep’s clothing by their proud 
dispositions and love of power. They will be slanderers, traitors, everywhere sowing enmity and malice; 
therefore the Lord said that by their fruits you will know them. True servants of God are humble, love their 
neighbor and are obedient to the Church.  
 Monastics will be greatly oppressed by the heretics and monastic life will be scorned. Monasteries 
will become scarce, the number of monastics will decline, and those who remain will endure violence. 
These haters of monastic life, however, having only the appearance of piety, will strive to attract the monks 
to their side promising them protection and worldly goods, and threatening those who oppose them with 
expulsion.  
 These threats will cause great despair among the fainthearted, but you, my son rejoice that you have 
lived until that time, for then the faithful who have not shown any other virtues, will receive crowns merely 
for standing firm in the faith, according to the word of the Lord (cf. St. Matthew 10:32).  
Fear the Lord my son. Fear to lose the crown prepared (for you), fear to be cast by Christ into the outer 
darkness and eternal torment. Stand bravely in the faith, and if necessary, endure persecution and other 
sorrows, for the Lord will be with you... and the holy martyrs and confessors, they will look upon you and 
your struggle with joy.  
 But woe to the monks in those days who will be bound with possessions and riches, who because of 
love of peace will be ready to submit to the heretics. They will lull to sleep their conscience, saying, “We 
are preserving and saving the monastery and the Lord will forgive us.” The unfortunate and blind ones do 
not at all consider that through heresy the demons will enter the monastery and then it will no longer be a 
holy monastery, but merely walls from which grace will depart.  
 God, however, is more mighty than the enemy, and He will never leave His servants. True Christians 
will remain until the end of this age, only they will choose to live in secluded, deserted places. Do not fear 
sorrows, rather fear pernicious heresy, for it strips us of grace and separates us from Christ. This is why the 
Lord commanded us to consider the heretic as a pagan and a publican.  
 And so my son strengthen yourself in the grace of Jesus Christ. Hasten to confess the faith, to endure 
suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ (cf II St. Timothy 2:13), Who has said, Be faithful unto death, 
and I will give thee a crown of life (Rev.2:10). To Him, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, be honor, glory 
and dominion unto the ages of ages. Amen.  
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�>�9�;�`A� +>�<�;� �9:� C�>=;� a� B�<��� +�9��
� ?>::8:  - On July 1, 2009, Elder Joseph of 
Vatopedi, Mount Athos, reposed in the Lord. His grace filled appearance in blessed repose is a Testament 
to how God blesses those who sincerely struggle to live a life of holiness. He was one of the two remaining 
disciples of the Holy Elder Joseph the Hesychast. He arrived at New Skete, Mount Athos, in 1946 from 
Cyprus. In New Skete he joined the brotherhood of Elder Joseph the Hesychast and there began his ascetic 
struggles. From 1987 he lived in the Monastery of Vatopedi where he reposed. 


