

Ascension Day Vijag
[image: Image result for pail of water with flowers in it]A product of folk piety, the traditional Armenian village custom of vijagakhagh (“game of fortunes”) can be enjoyed today, tying together the prayerful remembrance of our Lord’s  Ascension and a traditional Armenian celebration. Whether it is at a meeting, a church auxiliary event, or an Ascension Day luncheon, however many from 5 to 25 (there are 25 different “fortunes” below which can be dispersed among tables, if this is for a large event) can enjoy the occasion. Here’s how: If you have time in advance, ask participants to bring a flower and a jar of water from home. Cut up the fortunes and have them ready in a paper bag or bowl. Once the group has convened, add all the water and flowers to a large bowl. Distribute the hand-out below and read it together.  You may also read and discuss the three accounts of the Ascension in the Bible. Then ask participants to place an item of theirs (that won’t be damaged by water) in the bowl. Have a leader -- it would be fun if she were in Armenian costume – retrieve an item out of the water and read one of the fortunes selected at random. The owner of the item is the one to whom the message belongs. You can sing the refrain of the traditional Ascension Day song, “Hampartzoum yayla” after each fortune, for added fun.
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Ascension Day “Vijag”
[image: Image result for ascension Day icon]In Acts 1:1-11, we read a full account of Jesus’ ascension (see Mark 16:19 and Luke 24:50-51 as well). After having appeared to the disciples frequently during a forty-day period,  Jesus told them to stay in Jerusalem and wait for the gift He had promised: the Holy Spirit (who would come upon them as tongues of fire at Pentecost and empower them to preach throughout the world). When asked by His devoted followers when He would return to “restore the kingdom to Israel” (still thinking of an earthly one), Jesus told them it was not known, but that they would continue to witness to Him “in Jerusalem... and to the ends of the earth.” He was then taken up before their eyes. Two angelic figures appeared nearby as they watched their Lord disappear into the clouds. They assured the disciples that He would indeed return in the very same way. In the days immediately following this, the eleven disciples felt the need to restore their number to twelve, replacing Judas. They prayed and “cast lots” which fell to the worthy Matthias. Lots could have been stones, sticks, dice, or some kind of marked objects; casting lots, far more frequent in the Old Testament, was not so much gambling -- as it was invariably preceded by prayer -- as it was a way of calling upon God’s guidance. It was this episode (Acts 1:24-26) that gave rise to the Armenian tradition associated with Ascension Day, namely “vijagakhagh (‘game of fortunes’).” 
Folk culture believed that on the eve of the Ascension, the skies would be brightly lit as the heavens prepared to receive the victorious Christ. Rivers and streams would stop flowing for a brief time and become imbued with miraculous healing powers Villagers bathed in them on that evening and took water home to bathe their children the next day.All of created nature – the sky, earth, mountains, valleys, rocks, trees, rivers, etc. -- would express its profound joy in a mystical language that was so electric, it was deemed capable of fulfilling every good desire. In that spirit, the “vijagakhagh” developed. The day before Ascension Day, young girls would gather flowers from seven different homes. Towards evening they would take pails to seven households or fountains to fill them with water. Flowers or herbs would be added to the pails. Each person participating in the vijagakhagh would place a personal item of theirs (“nishan” or ‘sign’) such as a ring, bracelet, earring, etc. in the pail. It was placed out under the stars overnight so that the heavens would grant the girls their hopes. After church on Ascension Day, participants would take their pails and gather for the final celebration. One girl would be dressed as a bride, vijag songs were sung (“Hampartzoum yayla” is one of them) and verses were recited; after each verse the bride would fish out one of the nishans and whosever it was was the recipient of that fortune.



Vijag fortunes

1. FORTUNE: With summer coming, you’re already thinking of sitting under a tree in the garden. But don’t be lazy! Keep walking, because this year you’ll find a treasure at the foot of a tree some distance from your home.  BIBLE VERSE: For we do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised.	Hebrews 6:12

2. FORTUNE: You‘ll soon find yourself worried and afraid for someone’s safety. Talk about your feelings directly with that person. Things will change for the better. BIBLE VERSE: Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.   John 14:27

3. FORTUNE: Someone in your life makes you feel very nervous and anxious. Keep this person in your prayers. Either they’ll change or you will. BIBLE VERSE: The Lord is my light and salvation – whom shall I fear?  Psalm 27:11

4. FORTUNE: You’ll be doing something wonderful in the next few weeks. Resist the temptation to sing your own praises. It’s always better to leave that to God and to others.  BIBLE VERSE; Let another praise you and not your own mouth; someone else and not your own lips.  Proverbs 27:2

5. FORTUNE: Something you’ve been dreaming about and planning falls through. Don’t be disappointed. Remember that when one door closes, another is about to open. BIBLE VERSE: And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.   Romans 5:5

6. FORTUNE: Be in touch with a loved one today. In fact, invite him or her to join you for lunch. You’ll be hearing good news from them. BIBLE VERSE: That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all his toil – this is the gift of God     Ecclesiastes 3:13

7. FORTUNE: You’ll have to say something difficult in the near future. Make sure you’re well prepared but also make sure you speak from the heart. Caring for your listener guarantees success. BIBLE VERSE: If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.  1 Corinthians 13: 1

8. FORTUNE:  Next month will turn out to be difficult. Don’t complain or feel sorry for yourself! Put on a smile and be grateful for all the good things in your life. The attitude of gratitude will relieve all stress. BIBLE VERSE: Be joyful always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. 1 Thessalonians 5: 16-18

9. FORTUNE:  Take a little extra time to cultivate your talents: take a class, take a self-study computer course, read a how-to book. Expand your horizons and others will respectfully notice. BIBLE VERSE: Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody.  1 Thessalonians 4:11-12

10. FORTUNE: There’s too much bothering you lately; it’s starting to affect what you do and how you do it. As the saying goes, “let go and let God.” List your worries and present them to Him. BIBLE VERSE: Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.     Philippians 4:6

11. FORTUNE: You’ll have to make a difficult decision soon. Don’t worry about what others will think. Do the right thing and everything will work out for the best. BIBLE VERSE: The fruit of righteousness will be peace; the effect of righteousness will be quietness and confidence forever.     Isaiah 32:17

12. FORTUNE: You’re part of a group where there’s more talking and speechifying than real respectful listening. Be an example. Make it a point to listen more and talk less. BIBLE VERSE: Take note of this: everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.   James 1:19-20

13. FORTUNE. The next time a loved one hurts you – intentionally or unintentionally – don’t respond in kind. Diffuse the situation with kindness; it works every time. BIBLE VERSE: Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.       Ephesians 4:31-32

14. FORTUNE: In the next few weeks, an old adversary will re-appear in your life. Take them out to dinner and be as gracious as possible – even if it’s the best acting job of your life. BIBLE VERSE:  If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; if he is thirsty, give him water to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head, and the Lord will reward you.     Proverbs 25:21-22

15. FORTUNE:  There’s something you want to get done when the conditions are just right. Do it today. If you want perfect conditions, you’ll never get anything done. BIBLE VERSE: Whoever watches the wind will not plant; whoever looks at the clouds will not reap.  Ecclesiastes 11: 

16. FORTUNE: Write checks to your church and local charities that truly represent a tenth of your income. Surprised at the amount? Remember that’s what God asks of us.  BIBLE VERSE: A tenth of all you produce is the Lord’s and it is holy. Leviticus 27:30 17    


17. FORTUNE: In the near future, a child in your extended family will approach you with a problem. Don’t miss this opportunity to give good advice and, even if it takes time and money, help! BIBLE VERSE: Jesus said to them, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the Kingdom of God belongs to such as these.” Mark 10:14-15

18. FORTUNE:  A parent or a grandparent will be paying a surprise visit and have a surprising bit of news. Be open-minded and open-hearted. BIBLE VERSE: Honor your father and your mother, as the Lord your God has commanded you.     Deuteronomy 5:16

19. FORTUNE: You will be taking a short, unexpected trip soon for a family or work-related matter. Instead of worrying about what you could be doing instead, use the trip to rest and enjoy the moment. Pray. BIBLE VERSE: Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.   Matthew 11:28

20. FORTUNE: You will come into an unexpected sum of money before the year ends. Resist the temptation to buy something you don’t need or even want. Put the money to a good purpose. BIBLE VERSE: Store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is there your heart will be also.  Matthew 6:19-21

21. FORTUNE: You’ve got a heavy burden on your shoulders. Don’t get discouraged. You’ll find the strength and determination to succeed. BIBLE VERSE:  Therefore do not lose heart. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.   
2 Corinthians 4:16-17

22. FORTUNE: An important trip requires you to travel a long distance. You’re thinking about canceling even though people at the other end are counting on you. Take the trip; you’ll be very happy you did. BIBLE VERSE: Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.    
Joshua 1:9

23. FORTUNE: You have a relationship (family, friend, fellow resident) that needs healing. Don’t delay- do your best to make peace before much more time passes. BIBLE VERSE:  If you are offering your gift at the altar and remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there…first go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.   Matthew 5:23-24

24. FORTUNE: Someone you don’t like might gain from your friendship and help. You’re thinking it over; after all, this person really bothers you in your estimation. Approach the situation as God would. BIBLE VERSE: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you that you may be children of your Father in heaven. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?    Matthew 5: 43. 46

25. FORTUNE: There’s a problem you want to solve; don’t be afraid to take care of it. The sooner you do, the better you will feel. BIBLE VERSE: For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love, and of self-discipline. 2 Timothy 1:7
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