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Almsgiving

he heart of the Sermon on the Mount, found in 
the sixth chapter of the Gospel of Matthew, 
is where Jesus talks about two basic aspects 

The Oil of Mercy

T
of spiritual living: fasting and prayer. But very 
briefly, prior to talking about either of these, Jesus 
talks about another spiritual activity just as holy as 
prayer and just as venerable as fasting: almsgiving.

When Jesus begins His discourse with the 
words, “Thus, when you give alms…”, we 
immediately understand that giving alms is not an 
option. Perhaps Jesus is referring to the Jewish 
custom where charity was not a favor to the poor, 
but something to which they have a right and the 
donor, an obligation. Regardless, Jesus expects us to 

give alms.

But what exactly are alms and what does 
almsgiving look like? Is almsgiving even a word with 
which we are familiar? Although normally thought 
of as money, food, or other donations given to the 
poor and needy, is almsgiving as simple as writing a 
check to a preferred charity or dropping a coin into 
a homeless person’s cup?

In Armenian, the word we normally translate 
as almsgiving is voghormootyoon “ողորմութիւն,” which 
means mercy. It is somewhat misleading to translate 
voghormootyoon as mercy due to the connotations the 
word “mercy” has taken on in modern usage. For 
many people, mercy conjures up images of 
withholding harm or punishment toward an 
offender, or pity toward those who are weaker. The 
Armenian notion of mercy, however, is slightly 
different when compared to the familiar 
connotation. Instead, mercy encompasses the idea of 
charity in the sense of self-giving, or sacrificial love. 
Therefore, the famous hymn from the Divine 
Liturgy, Der Voghormya (Lord Have Mercy), is not a 
request for God to have pity on us. Voghormootyoon 
has nothing to do with pity. When we pray, “Lord, 
have mercy,” we are asking God to love us, to be 
kind to us, to help us, to hear and accept our 
prayers. We are praying, “Lord, share Yourself with 
us.”

We can say more. Some scholars believe the 
word voghormootyoon is etymologically related to the 
word “oil.” Moreover, oil is a traditional symbol of 
mercy. So when we say, “Der voghormya,” we are not 
crying out, “Don’t punish me!” We are asking the 
Lord to pour the chrism of Himself onto us, to 
warm and soothe us, to make things easier, to 
smooth things over and fill in the cracks just as a 
balm or oil would do.

By Dn. Eric Vozzy
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Yet mercy is not only for God to make things 
easier for us. Mercy is about showing charity, 
practical care, and serving others with compassion. 
The gracious one, St. Nerses Shnorhali tells us, 
“Mercy is a voluntary sadness that comes into being 
at the troubles of strangers. It is born of love, in the 
same way that being stingy is born of hatred.” He 
also writes, “There is nothing among the virtues that 
makes us more like God than mercy.” Herein lies the 
importance and meaning of giving alms.

For Christian Armenians, as well as other 
eastern Christian traditions, giving alms is not just a 
question of who does or does not have money. It’s 
about those who deserve mercy. And that makes 
recognizing the poor and needy pretty simple. It’s 
you. It’s me. It’s everyone around us! We are all 
beggars. While others are begging from us, we 
ourselves are begging from God, as St. Augustine, 
one of the leading theologians of the fourth century 
aptly tells us. We are all suffering, we all carry 
wounds, and we all yearn for salvation and healing.

In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus said, “Love your 
neighbor as yourself.” After a lawyer tested Jesus by 
asking, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus responded 
not with a definition of neighbor, but explained His 
radical command by telling a story about a “Good 
Samaritan” who had compassion on a man who had 
been beaten, ignored, and left on the side of the 
road to die. While others passed by the suffering 
man, the Good Samaritan stopped and bound up 
his wounds, pouring onto them oil and wine. Jesus 

asked, “which one of the people who passed that 
man proved neighbor?” The lawyer said, “the one 
who showed mercy on him.” Jesus said, “Go and do 

likewise.”
The story of the Good Samaritan is not about 

someone not having enough money, but about 
someone deserving mercy, almsgiving. Even if that 
person is a stranger, or even an enemy. We also see 
from this parable that almsgiving means attending 
to the poor and needy, not in the abstract sense of 
“the poor,” but in the concrete and particular sense, 
face to face. To see the trials of real individuals, as 
well as groups of people, and pour onto their 
wounds the oil of mercy.

Well known to many Armenians (some of his 
works even translated into Armenian since the mid-
twentieth century), the Lebanese author and poet 
Kahlil Gibran in his book The Prophet writes, “You 

give but little when you give of your possessions. It is 
when you give of yourself that you truly give.” Isn’t 
this the exact work of our Savior? Jesus’ ministry was 
marked by giving of Himself, meeting people’s 
needs, touching lepers, eating and drinking with tax 
collectors, talking to prostitutes, washing the feet of 
His disciples.

If we claim to follow Jesus, then we should 
follow His example. It’s easy to write a check, put 
money in a plate, or drop a coin in a homeless 
person’s cup, and as noble and necessary as these 
things are, the personal demand isn’t too difficult. 
As disciples of Jesus Christ, we are called to get 
uncomfortable, touch those who are in need, those 
from whom we avert our eyes, and instead wash 
their feet. Get face to face with the pain and needs 
of others, get our hands dirty, touch and smell the 
filth of the world. Minister to our neighbor, 
bringing healing from our own suffering, from our 
own wounds. Walk with others through their trials, 
showing mercy toward those who are sick, rejected, 
inadequate, lonely, suicidal, addicted, and bullied. 
Then go beyond that: forgive enemies and welcome 
the stranger. Fill in the cracks of the world, of 
people’s lives, with the oil of God’s mercy and love. 
That’s almsgiving. That’s the Gospel. “Greater love 
has no man than this, that a man lay down his life 
for his friends,” Jesus said knowing what lay ahead 
of Him on the Cross, the foremost symbol of mercy, 
love, charity, and healing.
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Citing the parable of the ten virgins, the fifteenth-
century Armenian poet and hymnographer Arakel 
Baghishetsi warns us of the danger of not showing mercy 
and tells us its reward. He writes, “But [the foolish virgins] 
didn’t show charity. The light of their holiness’ lamp went 
out, the door of the bridal chamber was shut, and they did 
not see the immortal Groom. The wise, however, who had 
brought oil, which is a symbol of charity, opened the door 
of the bridal chamber, and entering, they did see the 
ineffable King.” Living out our faith means we are always 
preparing our lamps, keeping them filled with the oil of 
mercy. It’s a requirement to see the King. In other words, 
there is no Christianity that does not include almsgiving. 
Showing mercy is intrinsic to faith, belonging to its very 
essence.

So the reward for giving alms and showing mercy — or 
better yet, the “treasure in heaven” which Jesus talks about 
at the end of the Gospel of Matthew chapter 6 — is to 
inherit the Kingdom of God, to enter the bridal chamber 
and enjoy union with our Creator, sharing in His divinity. 
In the previous chapter of Matthew, Jesus opens the Sermon 

on the Mount with the Beatitudes, one of which is, “Blessed 

are those who are merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.” As 
we demonstrate human mercy to others, God gives us His 

divine mercy. Once again drawing from St. Augustine, “Out 

of your fullness, fill an empty person in need, so that your 
own emptiness may be filled by the fullness of God.”

to approach almsgiving in the Christian sense is to first 
recognize that we ourselves are poor and needy. Inevitably, 
that gives us a platform from which to minister to others, 
to give of ourselves and share mercy from our own 
experience and needs. St. Paul talks about this very notion 
in 2 Corinthians 1:3-5 which reads,

Deacon Eric Vozzy holds Masters Degrees in Philosophy 
and from St. Nersess Armenian Seminary. He works in 

the Creative Ministries Department of the Eastern 
Diocese of the Armenian Church of America.

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of 
all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, 
so that we may be able to comfort those who are 
in any affliction, with the comfort with which we 
ourselves are comforted by God. For as we share 
abundantly in Christ's sufferings, so through 
Christ we share abundantly in comfort too.”

Does all of this imply that almsgiving excludes writing 
a check, donating to the Church, or placing money in a 
homeless person’s hand? No, it does not. Does almsgiving 
mean going downtown and getting face to face with the 
homeless, asking their name, shaking their hand, hearing 
their story, and listening for the pain and needs they 
express, or visiting a prison and sharing time with an 
inmate or two? Maybe it does. Perhaps it means 
rediscovering the Armenian ceremony of Madagh (Մատաղ), 
the ancient Armenian sacrament of charity, the offering of 
food to neighbors, the poor, and others in need. The point 
is that the poor are all around us every day, and even include 
us. Many of our closest neighbors have plenty of money, 
but are otherwise malnourished, emaciated, and poor. 

So practice almsgiving, “For almsgiving delivers from 
death, and it will purge away every sin. Those who perform 
deeds of charity and of righteousness will have fullness of 
life.” (Tobit 12:9) And to give alms, to show mercy, is to 
share in the divinity of Christ, to become like God. So, in 
the words of our Savior, “Be merciful, even as your Father is 
merciful.” (Luke 6:36)

This, of course, applies to us as individuals, but we always 
need to remember the context in which St. Paul writes. He 
is writing on behalf of the Church, which is a community, 
and so this verse primarily suggests a communal activity.

As parish communities, is it enough to meet every 
Sunday and worship God during Holy Badarak (Divine 
Liturgy), or does Badarak compel us to go out into our 
impoverished world and show mercy? St. John Chrysostom, 
the fourth-century prolific teacher and church father greatly 
esteemed by Armenian Christians said, “Lift up and stretch 
out your hands, not to heaven, but to the poor; for if you 
stretch forth your hands to the poor, you have reached the 
summit of heaven, but if you lift up your hands in prayer 
without sharing with the poor, it is worth nothing.” So how 
can we rediscover the mission and work of the Armenian 
Church, both locally and globally, and as a result, what 
should be the most important qualities or priorities of our 
ministry and stewardship?

As individuals, let’s remember that our responsibility 
to others reaches right into our personal space, even our 
homes. Does God give us gifts, talents, and material 
resources for us to hoard, or are they given to us so we 
can lovingly share or even give them away? A helpful way 
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Goshavank is a 12th - 13th-century Armenian monastery located in the village 
of Gosh in the Tavush Province of Armenia.
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