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A synthesis of the contents of the thesis 

 

Divine services always have two dimensions: on the one hand, the structure and the 

rubrics of the celebration and, on the other hand, the theological content, i.e., hymns, 

prayers, etc. The full understanding of a liturgical service requires knowledge concerning 

the history of the celebration (origin, development, etc.), its rubrics and, equally, the 

theological richness of its hymns and prayers (E. Branişte, Liturgica generală, 1993, pp. 

11-13; cf. Id., Liturghia – sufletul etern al Ortodoxiei în rugăciune, 2013, pp. 108-131). 

Without knowing the historical development of the divine services, there is the risk of 

random interpretations. Also, divine services influence the spiritual life of the faithful. 

There are two cycles of feast during a liturgical year. The cycle of the feast with 

variable date, which are organized around the celebration of the Resurrection of Christ, and 

the cycle of feast with invariable date, which are organized around the Nativity of Christ 

(December 25th). 

 

Feasts are joyful days. A feast is always celebrated in the Church. However, as the 

house is prepared a few days before an event, the same way, most of the major feast are 

anticipated and celebrated a few days before the feast itself (forefeast). The liturgical 

forefeasts anticipate and create the spiritual atmosphere necessary for the appropriate 

celebration of a great feast.  

 

This dissertation focusses on the Forefeast of the Nativity of Christ. The feast of the 

Nativity of Christ itself, its origin and development and its importance in the economy of 

the liturgical year, have already been studied both in the international and in the Romanian 

literature (e.g., Mossay, 1965; Bradshaw & Johnson, 2011; Roll, 1995; Streza, 2011; 

Farcaşiu, 2005 and 2012, etc.). However, there are far fewer studies concerning the 

forefeast. Since the manuscript and printed liturgical sources are abundant, the study was 

limited to the Nativity Fast and to the Forefeast of the Nativity in the Byzantine Rite 

(November 15th - December 24th), with a special focus on the Romanian sources. The 

origin, the structure, the development and the hymns of this liturgical period are studied.  

 



In the Romanian literature, there are only a few studies concerning general aspects 

of the forefeasts. The most detailed one is to be found in the General Liturgics handbook 

of Fr. Ene Braniste. There is also a general study signed by sister Vassa Larin (2009) 

concerning the liturgical preparation according to the Byzantine Typikon. The major 

theological themes of the hymns of the forefeast are presented by Constantin Andronikof 

in his volume: Le sens des fêtes (1970).  

The theme selected for the dissertation – the forefeast of the Nativity – is studied 

mainly using manuscript and printed liturgical sources, but also using secondary literature.  

 

The main hypothesis of the thesis is that the forefeast of the Nativity of Christ is 

shaped after the ‘forefeast’ of the Resurrection; the Nativity Fast resembles the Great Lent, 

and the Forefeast of the Nativity (December 20-24) has the same structure as the Holy 

Week. 

 

The thesis has the following aims: (1) to analyse the origin, the development, the 

structure and the ‘extinction’ of the ‘Alleluia’ services during Nativity Fast; (2) to identify 

a possible system of biblical and patristic readings during Nativity Fast; (3) to try to 

organize the hymnography of the forefeast of Nativity found in the Greek, Slavonic and 

Romanian Menaion, and to offer a complete Romanian translation of the surviving hymns 

found in the printed service books. Multiple edition of the Greek Menaion, printed in 

Venice, Constantinople, Rome and Athens have been used. Two edition of the Slavonic 

Menaion have been used (one printed before the reform of Patriarch Nikon, and one after). 

All the editions of the Romanian December Menaion have been studied (1698-2005).  

The study used structural and historical methods in order to identify and to track the 

origin and the development of the forefeast, and the analytical and comparative methods in 

order to analyse the rubrics and the hymnographic material. The original text of the sources 

is always given, together with a Romanian translation (cf. the methodology described in: 

R.F. Taft, The Diptychs, 1991; Id., The Great Entrance, 2004
4
; Id., The Precommunion 

Rites, 2000, etc.). 

 

The dissertation has three parts. The first part (ch. 1 and 2) presents the background. 

In chapter 1 the sources and the methodology are presented. Also, the development of the 



Romanian December Menaion is studied. Chapter 2 gives an outline of all the forefeast, of 

the present day Byzantine Rite. 

 

The second part (ch. 3-6) is a detailed study of the rubrics of the celebrations during 

the Nativity Fast. In chapter 3 the fasting rules for the Nativity Fast in the Byzantine 

monastic typika are studied. The present day rules from the Typikon of St. Saba are studied 

and compared with their historical precedents.  

Chapter 4 analyses the origin, the development and the importance of the ‘Alleluia’ 

celebrations during lesser fasts. Though these types of services are prescribed even by the 

last edition of the Romanian Menaion (2005) and by the liturgical calendar (2017), they are 

performed neither in parish nor in monastic practice. However, reinstating ‘Alleluia’ 

celebration during lesser fasts might create a more ‘ascetic’ atmosphere in churches during 

these liturgical periods (longer services, prostrations with the prayer of St. Ephrem, etc.).  

In chapter 5 the variable date forefeast of the Nativity is studied. The origin of the 

variable forefeast is traced from a Sunday before Nativity mentioned in the Georgian 

Lection from Jerusalem (sec. V-VIII), through the Typikon of the Great Church (sec. X) 

until the contemporary practice of the Greek and Romanian Orthodox Churches. The 

analysis includes a detailed study of the commemorations of the Prophets during Nativity 

Fast, of the Sundays and of the Saturday before Nativity. Also, the lectionary for the 

Saturday before Nativity, when this falls on the Eve (December 24), is corrected according 

to studies published in Russia (M. Beliaev, 1900), using the available manuscripts. 

Chapter 6 describes the system of biblical and patristic readings during Nativity Fast 

in the Evergetis Typikon, in the Messina Typikon and in the Typikon of St. Sava. The 

peculiarities of the Romanian Church are analysed.  

 

The third part (ch. 7-11) of the thesis is a structural, historical and liturgical study of 

the hymns of the forefeast of Nativity in the Menaion. The organisation of the hymns is 

studied. The differences between various Greek editions of the Menaion and between 

various Slavonic editions of the Menaion are analysed. An important space in this part of 

the dissertation is occupied by the study of the different editions of the Romanian Menaion 

for December. The hymns of the forefeast are organised as follows. Chapter 7 presents the 

stichera sung at ‘Lord I have cried...’ at Vespers. Chapter 8 discusses the stichera of St. 

Romanos the Melodist for the Lauds of Matins. Chapter 9 is dedicated to the stichera sung 



at Aposticha for both Vespers and Matins. Finally, chapter 10 gives a detailed analysis of 

the canons sung at Compline and Matins in the Greek, Slavonic and Romanian liturgical 

traditions.  

The text and the structure of the hymns is organised and presented in such a manner 

in order to underline the similarities between the forefeast of the Nativity and the Holy 

Week. The study proved that there are considerable resemblances both concerning the 

rubrics and the structure and also concerning the hymns themselves. These resemblances 

demonstrate the unity of the theological content of the hymns concerning the unity of the 

economy of salvation, an event always actual. Though made of historical events 

commemorated in time, these events contain each other and stay in close connection with 

the uniqueness of the divine and human person of the Saviour Jesus Christ, Who 

accomplished them. 

Finally, chapter 11 presents a concise synthesis of the hymns of the forefeast, which 

describe the journey of the Theotokos towards Bethlem, and an invitation addressed to us 

to prepare ourselves and to travel together with her in order to see the Nativity of Christ 

with our spiritual eyes.  

The theoretical study also has a practical end: a material that can be used for a future 

revision of the Romanian Menaion for December.  
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