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Asdvadzashunch, one of the Armenian words for the Bible, means “the breath of God,” emphasizing the divinely inspired character of scripture. Those canonical books of the Bible, those included in the canon of scripture, have been deemed by the Church to be divinely inspired, to be the very words of God for our instruction, comfort, and edification. Yet it was in fact the Church who deemed those books to be canonical. How do we reconcile the fact that the Armenian Apostolic Church, like other Christian Churches, teaches that the Bible is divinely inspired when there was plainly a human process behind compiling the books of the Bible? 
For Armenian Christians, the Church is guided by the Holy Spirit. Of course, individual humans are fallible. It is possible that the Church, headed by frail human individuals, may at times set out on the wrong path. Ultimately, however, we believe that through the Holy Spirit there will be a “course correction.” The practices and doctrines of the Church (in various metaphors the Bride of Christ and the Body of Christ) guided by the Holy Spirit always ultimately are the true path to God the Father. Those doctrines and practices of the Body of Christ, guided by the Holy Spirit, in praise and service of God the Father, are exactly what the Church calls tradition.
This is how the Church reconciles the belief in the divine inspiration of Scripture with the historical fact of its compilation by fallible humans. In other words, there is a deep and profound connection between Scripture and Tradition. Tradition, in Armenian Avantutyun, is a central concept in all the ancient Christian churches, especially the Orthodox Churches. The corporate body of Jesus Christ rightly guided by the Holy Spirit, gathered together to praise God is the Church. If tradition is being rightly guided by the Holy Spirit, then the Church is fundamentally held together by tradition. Scripture, the Breath of God, is both the ultimate expression of tradition and the source for any further development of tradition.
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Scripture provides the basis for many of the feasts and celebrations of the Armenian Apostolic Church. From the major feasts such as Easter to the celebration of saints such as St. Paul, the Armenian Church’s calendar is built upon and suffused with Scripture. On Wednesday of this week, November 21st, the Armenian Apostolic Church, along with many of the ancient Christian Churches, celebrates “The Presentation of the Holy Mother-of-God to the Temple.” This feast, one of the few which the Armenian Church ties to a date that remains the same every year, commemorates when the parents of St. Mary, Sts. Joachim and Anna, brought the young St. Mary to the temple to consecrate her to God, in thanks for providing them with a child. If you are well-versed in the Bible, at this point you may be a little confused. Where in the Bible, in those canonical books we discussed above, is this story mentioned? In fact, where do we learn the names of the parents of St. Mary? You would be right in being confused: neither the names of Sts. Joachim and Anna, nor the story of the presentation of Mary to the temple is included in those canonical books of the Bible. This particular story, the basis of the feast of the Presentation of the Holy Mother-of-God to the Temple, is found in the apocryphal book known as the Infancy Gospel of James, or the Protevangelium of James.
Apocryphal writings are non-canonical texts, the books and stories that were not included in the Bible. The word apocrypha (the noun for those writings) derives from a Greek word meaning “obscure,” which came to English via a Latin word for non-canonical (or secret). Often, the term simply means that the texts are of doubtful authenticity. This does not mean that they are false or not true, but rather that the Church did not deem them to be divinely inspired. These texts can inspire us, and they can deepen our faith. They also, like the Infancy Gospel of James, fill in the details of the lives of the saints and offer a more robust picture of stories from the canonical books of the Bible. 
Sometimes, books are called apocryphal by some churches, while being accepted by others. The most famous collection of such texts is known collectively as The Apocrypha. Mostly, these books are from the “inter-testament” period, written around the time of the life of Jesus. The Armenian Apostolic Church accepts many of these books, and some have been crucial to the spirituality of the Armenian Church. For instance, Yeghishe used the stories about the Maccabees, Jewish defenders against the Romans around the time of the life of Jesus, as a model for how he describes St. Vartan and his companions. Some of these stories come from books other Christian denominations deem apocryphal. Many Bibles will explicitly say that they include “The Apocrypha.”
In addition to “The Apocrypha,” there is a substantial number of books that are known as “New Testament Apocrypha.” These are texts which the early Christian Church ultimately decided not to include in the New Testament. Again, this does not mean that these books are wrong or not helpful, simply that the early Christian Church decided that they were not divinely inspired. Sometimes, the theology underpinning these texts was problematic or could be confusing for Christians who were not scholars or theologians. “The Gospel of Thomas” is today perhaps the most famous example of these New Testament apocryphal books. However, it is the “Infancy Gospels,” of which The Infancy Gospel of St. James is likely the oldest, which has had the most lasting influence on the Christian tradition. It is from the Infancy Gospels that we read of St. Joachim and St. Anna, the parents of St. Mary. We read about her presentation to the temple, which the Armenian Church celebrates this week. We also read additional stories concerning a young Jesus Christ.
A specifically Armenian version of the Infancy Gospels, known as The Armenian Gospel of the Infancy was translated into Armenian from Syriac in the sixth century. A critical study of this important text has been translated and collected by Dr. Abraham Terian. In addition to the Infancy Gospels, there are many other Armenian apocryphal texts. These elaborate on Biblical stories and provide us with more details of the lives of the saints from the Bible. There is a rich literature on Adam and other patriarchs and prophets in Armenian. The twelfth century Armenian scholar Samuel of Ani described many of these Armenian apocryphal texts, which have been a beautiful and edifying addition to the Armenian Christian tradition for centuries. Even if they are not canonical scripture, apocryphal texts have enriched the Armenian Christian tradition, and can be a continued source for our spiritual lives.
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