St. Gregory of Narek: One of The Holy Translators

A High School Activity

Introduce your high schoolers to Narekatzi as follows (it would be great if you had a copy of his prayer book in translation, Speaking with God from the Depths of the Heart, to hold up.

 “On the Feast of the Holy Translators, the Armenian Church commemorates the lives and accomplishments of individuals who ‘enlightened’ others about our faith through prayers, hymns, poetry, philosophy and even history. Translation goes beyond rendering one language into another. It is the sharing of the experience of Christ.

One of these is St. Gregory of Narek (in Armenian Soorp Kri-kor Na-re-ka-tzee). St. Gregory is the renowned mystic poet of the Armenian Church (And of world literature; a mystic poet is one who reflects upon the relationship between God and humanity in very personal, deeply contemplative poetic language. For St. Gregory, this poetry took shape in 95 prayers that explored the majesty and grace of God.).
      He was born in the village of Narek (southern shore of Lake Van) and spent his entire life at the monastery of Narek – taught and encouraged by his father, Bishop Khosrov, and his uncle, the famous scholar Abbot Anania. Among many other well-known works, his most famous is the collection of prayers known as Speaking with God from the Depths of the Heart which confessed his unworthiness before the almighty God. “A work of his mature years,” notes translator Dr. Tom Samuelian, “he called it his last testament: ‘its letters like my body; its message like my soul.’”


This collection of prayers was considered so full of strength and life that they were placed at the side or under the pillow of anyone ailing. 

Reproduce and distribute the poem below as you continue: “Let’s take a closer look at one of his prayers.” Have students read silently or aloud. Then discuss the following:

1. What are the images St. Gregory uses to describe himself? He says he is a… (book, city, house, etc. just look for the simple image, not the elaborations)

2. How does he elaborate on each image? (Now discuss the phrases that modify each noun, i.e. a living book, like Ezekiel’s scroll, full of woe, moaning; a city without walls or towers – and therefore vulnerable to assault, etc.) Note: in Ezekiel 3:1-3, we see Ezekiel directed by God to eat a scroll of prophecies, a scroll that is sweet to the taste; later in Rev 10:8-11, a similar scroll is sweet to the taste but “bitter to the stomach” an image that suggests that while the truth is liberating it is hard to digest!)
3. What would you say his mood is? (despairing, feeling worthless – point out to students that in many other prayers, Narek dwells on the power and love of God that make Him feel valuable…)
4. What was the most powerful image for you?
5. Continue: Now, we are going to become mystic poets. Take a moment to pray for inspiration. Then start your prayer like this (you can write on aboard or dictate) “Lord I am…”and communicate 3 images of yourself as you feel right now. First a simple image, then follow with a bit of elaboration. For example (these are actual student samples): ‘Lord, I am a rosebud – a ceremonial flower, closed but ready to bloom.’ ‘Lord I am a book – kind of dull, filled with pages of rambling stuff that doesn’t focus.’ ‘Lord, I am a question mark – faithful but with lots of unfinished sentences…’”

6. Discuss students’ images. End with a prayer.
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St. Gregory of Narek

Speaking with God from the Depths of the Heart

I am a living book,

written like the scroll in the vision of Ezekiel, inside and out,

listing lamentations, moaning and woe.

I am a city without walls or towers,

a house empty without doors for protection,

salt in looks but without taste.

salty water, unfit for drinking to quench the thirst,

land unfit for cultivation,

field, barren, and covered with briars.

My personal acres, cared for by God,

but formerly cultivated by the devices of the Slanderer,

an olive tree that is wood without fruit,

trees that do not bear fruit to be cut down,

a hopeless twice dead, talking plant,

a completely burnt out candle that cannot be lit.

Prayer 39

Translated by T. Samuelian

