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2x%03 : Ramsha : Evening Time

In the Old Testament the paschal lambs were killed in the
evening (Ex 12:6). Jesus died on the Cross exactly at that
time. Over and above such facts of history, the evening is
highly symbolic to the Fathers of the Church. It symbolises
the end of an era and the beginning of a new one. Jesus’
death was the victory over the powers of darkness and the
inauguration of a new era of light. Moreover, Saint John
joins together Jesus’ death and resurrection. Through the
death and resurrection of our Lord we have entered a new
era, the era of eschatological life. It is the era of salvation
and thus it is beyond the ordinary era of space and time. It
is an era sealed with the self sacrifice of the heavenly Lamb
and one to be fulfilled at the end of time. Thus, it is also the
end of the era of darkness and slavery and the beginning
of the era of salvation. It is in this context that the East
Syriac Tradition and, thus, also the Mar Toma Nasrani
Church of India, begins her “Liturgical Day” with
the Ramsha, the Evening Liturgy at 6:00 pm. The celebration
of the “Liturgical Day” is brought to perfection with
the singing of the “Divine Praises” during the following
hours of Lelya, Qala d-Shahra, Sapra, Quta a, ‘Endana and D-

Bathsha™ Shain.
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PREFACE
“DIVINE PRAISES” or ‘LITURGY OF THE HOURS’

“Divine Praises”

The “Divine Praises,” with its long history, was known by several
names such as the ‘Divine Office,” ‘Canonical Hours,” ‘Liturgy
of the Hours,” and so on. It is a celebration of our day-to-day
Christian life. It is an extensive celebration of the history of
salvation centred on Jesus Christ. In fact, it is the celebration of
the Eucharist spread throughout the whole of the liturgical year.
Beginnings

Acts 2:42 gives us the basic life-style of the first Christian
community. The emphasis on tais proseukais, “the prayers,”
namely, the plural noun with a definite article in Greek, points to
a set of determined prayers at specific times. From other instances
we understand that those prayer times were mostly of the Jewish
tradition. We have evidence for prayer at the third hour (Acts
2:1-15), sixth hour (Acts 10:9f.), ninth hour (Acts 3:1f.) and at

mid-night (Acts 16:25f.). Psalm 118:164 speaks about the seven
times of prayer during the time of ancient Israel.

Example of Our Lord

Our Lord Jesus Christ Himself is the distinguished
model, constantly inducing every Christian to pray without
ceasing (Mt 14: 23; 26:36-44; Lk 5:16; 6:12; 9:18; 11:1; Jn 17:9-
12; ete.)
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10 “Divine Praises” in Aramaic Tradition

Seven Times of Prayer

In continuation with the Jewish tradition, all Christian
Churches developed their own pattern of community worship in
the course of their development. Almost all of them completed
the cycle of the “Divine Praises” with seven times of prayer a
day. According to the “Chaldeo-Indian” or “East Syriac”
tradition, the following are the seven times of prayer:

1.Ramsha, “Evening Liturgy,” celebrated at 6.00 pm.
2. Suba’a, “Liturgy after Supper,” at 9.00 pm.
3.Lelya, “Night Liturgy,” at 12.00 mid-night.

4.Qala d-Shahra, “Vigil Liturgy,” at 3.00 am.

5. Sapra, “Morning Liturgy,” at 6.00 am.

6. Quta’a, “Liturgy of Third Hour,” at 9.00 am.

7. '"Endana, “Noon Liturgy,” at 12.00 mid-day.
“Divine Praises” in Chaldeo-Indian Tradition

The “Chaldeo-Indian” or “East Syriac” tradition has
its own specialty in arranging the “Divine Praises”. As for its
structure and timings, this tradition is very much indebted to
the Jewish heritage and synagogue prayer style. The “Divine
Praises” in this tradition appears to have developed in an attempt
to extend the life of the Qurbana, the Eucharistic celebration, to
“non-liturgical” days. In the course of time, it began to be
celebrated also as a preparation and continuation of the Qurbana
on liturgical days, as well.

Important Personalities

Several Fathers are involved in the formation and
ordering of the “Divine Praises” in East Syriac tradition. Mar
Jacob (ca. 325), the Bishop of Nisibis and Mar Simeon Bar
Sabbae (+341), are the first reformers. Then follow Mar Aprem
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“Divine Praises” or ‘Liturgy of the Hours’ 11

(+373), Mar Marutha (+ca. 420), Narsai (+502), Babai the Great
(+609), and so on.

Mar Isho-Jahb III, (Catholicos 647-657) is the most
decisive reformer. He first arranged the liturgical year in nine
periods according to the flow of the history of salvation, centred
on the Christ-event. Then he tried to collect all existent
manuscripts of the Divine Praises and arrange them according
to the liturgical year. He grouped them in three collections:

1. Hudhra, Divine Praises for all Sundays and Feast days
according to the ordering of the Liturgical
Year.

2. Gazza, Divine Praises for all Feast days according to the
calendar date.

3. Kashkol, Divine Praises for all weekdays.

All three collections were arranged in the pattern of
seven times of prayer a day. The Bishops and monastics were
celebrating them at all seven hours; the priests in parishes and
ordinary faithful, however, were celebrating the Ramsha in the
evening and the Lelya-Sapra in the morning.

Mar Abad-Isho (+1328) also added a few prayers to
the collection of the “Divine Praises.” They are all rather
philosophical and complicated in style, while the early
compositions are all biblical and very simple in style.

Printing of the Syriac Books

The Patriarchal Synod of the Assyro-Chaldean Church
met on June 7-21, 1853 decided to abridge the manuscripts of
the Divine Praises, correct the theological errors, if any, and print
it for daily use. The synodal decision was executed by Patriarch
Peter Elias XII (+1894). Father Paul Bedjan, a known Syriac
scholar and writer did the work and published the whole thing in
three volumes under the title, Breviarium juxta Ritum Syrorum
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12 “Divine Praises” in Aramaic Tradition

Orientalium id est Chaldaeorum, from Paris in 1886-87. The
Congregation for Eastern Churches published the same in 1938

as the official books of the “Divine Praises” of the Assyro-
Chaldean and Syro-Malabar or Chaldeo-Indian Churches.

In the Syro-Malabar or Mar Toma Nasrani Church

From several documents, we understand that various
manuscripts, similar to those used for compiling the Breviarium,
also existed among the Thomas Christians of India. Many of
them were burned by the European missionaries after the so
called Synod of Diamper in 1599. However, they were again
copied from other sources. Blessed Kuriakose Elias Chavara,
then Vicar General of the Syro-Malabarians, tried to make a
concise version of those manuscripts for the use of the Malabar
clergy. He abridged them to the largest extent possible, but
without losing the essential structure and traits of the “Chaldeo-
Indian” or “East Syriac” liturgical heritage. He did not live to
see this work printed. Later, it was printed and published from
the seminary press at Puthenpally in 1876, ten years before the
first printing of the afore mentioned Breviarium. It contains nearly
one week’s celebration to be repeated throughout the liturgical
year, emphasizing the importance of Sundays (day of
Resurrection) and Wednesdays (honouring Blessed Virgin Mary)
in the East Syriac Tradition and offering, as well, some prayers
or short hymns to mark the variation of liturgical seasons and
feasts. Syro-Malabar priests used this volume until 1967 when
the first vernacular volume was published.

In the Vernacular

Even before the Vatican II decision to use the vernacular
for liturgical celebrations in the Latin tradition, the Syro-Malabar
Bishops were asked by Rome to abridge the officially published
Breviarium juxta ritum Syrorum Orientalium id est Chaldaeorum
(Romae 1938), translate it into Malayalam and publish it for
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“Divine Praises” or ‘Liturgy of the Hours’ 13

regular use. However, they only succeeded in publishing the
first volume in Malayalam in 1967. It was for the weeks of Great
Fast. Another volume for the weeks of Resurrection appeared in
1968 and a third one for the weeks of Annunciation and Epiphany
in 1971. All these were published by the Syro-Malabar Central
Liturgical Committee with the permission of the Syro-Malabar
Bishops” Conference.

Of these volumes, the first one, for the weeks of Great
Fast, keeps a sensible fidelity to the approved Syriac sources.
The volume for the weeks of Annunciation and Epiphany comes
in the second rank. The one for the weeks of Resurrection
(Ernakulam 1968) shows clearly the symptoms of misusing the
responsible freedom, granted to individual Churches in making
use of early liturgical sources in vernacular translations and
compilations.

Attempt for Approved Texts

The Syro-Malabar Bishops” Conference, on August 21-
24, 1974, appointed a Commission under the chairmanship of
Mar Joseph Powathil for preparing authentic texts for the “Divine
Praises” in Malayalam. It prepared the text for each liturgical
season and sent them for study and consideration to all the
Bishops, Central Liturgical Committee members and other
experts. In 1982-1983, the whole book was printed in three
volumes and were given for experimental use in a few
institutions, mainly, the St Thomas Apostolic Seminary at
Vadavathoor, Kottayam.

The Central Liturgical Committee convened on July
11-12, 1985, discussed in detail these texts and submitted them
to the Bishops” Conference with its own suggestions. The Bishops’
Conference held on November 6-7,1985 took up this matter and
asked the Liturgy Commission Chairman to publish it for use,
incorporating the corrections proposed by the Bishops’
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14 “Divine Praises” in Aramaic Tradition

Conference. Thus it was published in three volumes under the
copyright of the Syro-Malabar Bishops” Conference in December
1986. When it came for reprint, it was published as one volume.

Text of the “Divine Praises” in the Vernacular

The Malayalam text is drafted to include three times
of prayer a day: 1. Ramsha, the Evening Liturgy, 2. Lelya, the
Night Liturgy and 3. Sapra, the Morning Liturgy. “Denha Services”
has published a partial English translation of this text, Bless the
Lord, in such a way that it could be used throughout the whole
liturgical year. The English translation includes also the *Endana,
the Noon Liturgy, for the weeks of the Great Fast.

Vatican 11

Vatican II has well stressed and whole-heartedly
promoted the ancient, authentic nature of Christian faith and
spirituality that is fundamentally based on Eucharistic
celebration and the “Divine Praises” or the ‘Liturgy of the Hours.’
The Eucharistic celebration is the comprehensive acclamation of
the faith and spiritual life, while the “Divine Praises” helps to
continue in that temper all through the day and life. The other
activities of piety, however, should flow from and lead to these
liturgical celebrations and shall never be at their expense (cf SC
12-13). The Eastern traditions, as a rule, do not encourage any
popular piety different from the Liturgical piety. In fact, the
Liturgy is for them the popular piety.

A sincere examination will definitely show us, the Syro-
Malabarians that we are not at all moving with the authentic
teachings of the Church. We do not appear to be seriously
interested in Qurbana celebration and “Divine Praises,” though,
at the same time, are very enthusiastic with various activities of
piety. We have ample time for adoration and other Eucharistic
devotions; but are very stingy when it comes to the Qurbana
celebration. We readily spend a lot of time for novenas,
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“Divine Praises” or ‘Liturgy of the Hours’ 15

charismatic conferences, bible services, rosary, and such activities
of piety, but seem tired of the “Divine Praises” or the ‘Liturgy of
the Hours.” We appear to be ignorant about the seven times of
“Divine Praises” which help us practically at any time of the
day to enter into the unimaginable treasures of the Ecclesial
tradition and unite us with the whole Church (both in heaven
and on earth) to praise the Lord.

Ancient Practice

We have already mentioned the “seven times of prayer
a day” style that developed and got established in the East
Syriac tradition. According to sources, the monastic communities
and the bishops used to praise the Lord at all seven times as
solemnly as possible. The other priests and faithful, however,
celebrated the “Divine Praises” solemnly only in the evening
(Ramsha) and in the morning (Lelya-Sapra), leaving the other hours
of prayer to individual freedom. There are clear documents up
to the end of the 18" century about the solemn singing of the
“Divine Praises” in all parish churches of the Mar Toma Nasrani
Church and the faithful participating in it in good numbers.

In the present context, a slight rearrangement of the
timing of various hours of prayer appears to be healthy and
beneficial. Thus the seven times of prayer: 1. Ramsha (Evening
Liturgy) at 6.00 pm, 2. Lelya (Night Liturgy) at 9.00 pm, 3. Qala
d-Shahra (Vigil Liturgy) at 3.00am, 4. Sapra (Morning Liturgy) at
6.00 am, 5. Quta’a (Third Hour Liturgy) at 9.00 am, 6. ‘Endana
(Noon Liturgy) at 12.00 noon, and 7. D-Bathsha® Sha‘in (Ninth
Hour Liturgy) at 3.00 pm. Although these are the set timings of
the various hours, it may be good and feasible that each family
or community arrange the Ramsha at a convenient time in the
evening, the Lelya before night retirement, the Qala d-Shahra when
we get up from sleep, the Sapra in the morning before breakfast,
the Quta’a before starting the daily works, the ‘Endana before
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16 “Divine Praises” in Aramaic Tradition

noon meals and the D-Bathsha’ Sha’in when winding up the work
of the day.

Monasticism in the Mar Toma Nasrani Church Today

According to sources, monastic communities played
a very important role in the formation and development of the
“Divine Praises” in all traditions. Their influence in the East
Syriac tradition is decisive indeed. The “Sisters of Saint Thomas,”
Palamattom, Kurumbanadom - 686536, Kerala, India, started
in 1989 is the first monastic community in the modern Mar Toma
Nasrani (Syro-Malabar) Church. From the very beginning of this
community, one of its main goals was the full restoration of
“seven times of ‘Divine Praises” a day” tradition of the Church.
First, they added "Endana (Noon Liturgy) to the usual three
times of prayer, namely, Ramsha, Lelya and Sapra. Gradually
they added also the other hours of prayer, namely, Qala d-Shahra,
Quta’a and D-Bathsha™ Sha’in to their daily spiritual nourishment.
“Denha Services” has already published prayer books for these
four additional hours in Malayalam.

The Will of God

We, the Meshihites (Christians), discern the Will of God
only in the Church where Jesus continues to live and act in our
earthly reality. The Church, in the teachings of the second Vatican
Council very authentically expressed for all how the faith is to be
lived and nourished. Accordingly, the celebration of the Holy
Qurbana, other Mysteries (Sacraments and Sacramentals) and
the “Divine Praises” (Liturgy of the Hours), which is in tune
with the liturgical cycle of each individual Church, is the supreme
style of expressing and nourishing one’s faith. Each Church in
the Catholic communion is unequivocally exhorted to implement
this desire and teaching of the Magisterium of the Church.

Thus, it is clear that we should express, nourish and
deepen our faith in Jesus primarily through the celebration of the
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Holy Qurbana and the “Divine Praises.” The Holy Qurbana
celebration is the concentrated form of this expression. Therefore,
it must be performed as solemnly and with as much attention to
detail as possible. The “Divine Praises,” with its tradition of
seven times of prayer each day in accordance with the East
Syriac tradition, extends the “divine-human’ experience of the
Holy Qurbana celebration to the other moments of the day and
the whole of our life. The other Mysteries (Sacraments and
Sacramentals) of the Church celebrate the decisive moments in
our earthly pilgrimage.

There are very reliable documents from foreign
missionaries, even at the close of 18" century, telling of regular
celebrations of the “Divine Praises” in the Mar Toma Nasrani
parish churches in the evening and the morning. Not only the
clerics, but also a good number of the other faithful, too, used to
participate in this tradition actively. We know that our non-
catholic brethren are very familiar with their “Divine Praises” or
‘Liturgy of the Hours” while we Catholics are almost ignorant of
their basic role in our spiritual life. This radical shift from the
ecclesial or liturgical spirituality to a spirituality mostly based
on certain activities of piety appears to be the greatest blow the
European missionaries have given to the Mar Toma Nasrani
community, who tried to persist in communion with the successor
of Saint Peter. We know very clearly today that this is a situation
unfortunately brought about during the dark ages of the Latin
tradition in India and is an issue which the second Vatican Council
wants to correct. It is indeed very sad that the leaders of the Mar
Toma Nasrani community themselves find it difficult to get out
of this mentality’s clutches.

If the leaders stand helpless, the call comes to the other
faithful. They are to concentrate themselves on the celebration of
the Holy Qurbana for the supreme ‘divine-human’ experience
and extend it to the whole life through the seven times-a-day
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18 “Divine Praises” in Aramaic Tradition

tradition of the “Divine Praises.” It is always healthy and safe to
move with the Church, rather than running after individuals” or
certain groups’ interests, which are often mysterious and non-
transparent.

“PDivine Praises” in Aramaic Tradition

This particular prayer book includes a short
introduction to the vast ocean of “Divine Praises” or ‘Liturgy of
the Hours” heritage in the Aramaic or East Syriac tradition,
together with a ‘breviary” of one day’s celebration, in the original
style of seven times of prayer. Since liturgy is the positive human
response to the Divine call in the Incarnate Word, scholars are
unanimous in regarding the unique position of the Aramaic
liturgical heritage, which is developed in the same ’sitz-im-Leben’
or life-situation of Jesus of Nasareth. Certain prayers, some
titles and beginning words of important prayers are given also in
the original Aramaic language with transliteration in order to
preserve at least something of the authentic atmosphere of this
liturgical heritage.

As the faith of the Church is based on Jesus’
Resurrection, in selecting the ancient sources for compiling this
breviary, we have tried our best to give the needed emphasis on
Resurrection, at the same time turning also to the other moments
of salvation history. Thus, it is indeed, to be a comprehensive
faith expression, distributed through the various hours of one
day.

All liturgical traditions, East and West alike, have very
rich treasures of the “Divine Praises,” mostly due to the
contribution of the Fathers of the Church. They usually make
use of only breviaries of such treasures. Those breviaries are,
indeed, very expressive symbols of the respective traditions.
Christians can in no way live their faith without understanding
the unique and decisive value, role and place of symbols in their
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worship. One who lives his/her faith through any of his/her
Church’s liturgical service becomes the real owner and heir of
not only the whole liturgical wealth of his/her own Church, but
also of all Churches in the Catholic communion. Special
improvised services, prayers or hymns, etc. conducted by
individuals or even by particular groups under the pressure of
particular situations can in no way claim such symbolic value.
They only express and cater for the sentiments and emotions of
such individuals or groups, and are thus highly individualistic.
Their fruitfulness, as our Lord repeatedly asserted, is transitory,
affording only a temporary consolation to the protagonists.

The Liturgy of the Church, on the contrary, is universal
and the property of all alike. By this very fact, the freedom to
handle it is very much restricted. In fact, during the liturgical
celebrations, each individual faithful controls, and when needed,
suppress his/her own likes and dislikes, integrating himself/
herself fully to the community. Every liturgical celebration of the
Church, thus, is fully a selfless and altruistic action. The sacrifice
necessary for such altruistic accommodation makes the liturgy
of the Church its most effective. There is no love where there is no
self sacrifice.

Each faithful, being the real owner and heir of the whole
wealth of faith, is conscience bound to search, find out, celebrate,
experience and contribute to this wealth in an organic way
according to his/her own ability. Those who are at the helm are
obliged to see to that this organic process moves on freely and
comfortably. No one in the Church can shun away from this
inborn responsibility.

The Church is a Tree sprouted in Jesus of Nasareth, in
His death and resurrection, and growing organically in the Holy
Spirit, the life-giving Spirit. Parasites on it shall always be
detrimental unless destroyed timely, and the faithful shall always
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20 “Divine Praises” in Aramaic Tradition

be vigilant not to become parasites themselves. Organic growth
is very slow and happens only through assimilation from the
surrounding circumstances. Everything forced upon will
definitely result in cancerous growth. The Mar Toma Nasrani
Church in India had to undergo such a traumatic incident during
the western colonization in and after the sixteenth century. She
can never forget its adverse historical impact. With this
unfortunate episode in mind, all have to overcome such liabilities
through necessary pruning, and optimal nurturing to result in a
flourishing growth, producing abundant fruits. Strenuous
efforts, necessary knowledge and real expertise are essential for
such results. Nobody can love things unknown!

The scholars have only praises over the immense wealth
of “Divine Praises” or ‘Liturgy of the Hours” in the Aramaic or
East Syriac tradition. According to documents, various types of
its breviaries were in use in this tradition. The present prayer
book is one such breviary. It is not intended for the ordinary
celebration of the Divine Praises; but as a personal companion,
a guardian angel, especially during travels. Besides the Holy
Qurbana celebration, the most important means to express,
exercise, nourish and deepen the Christian faith is the “Divine
Praises” according to all Church teachings including those of
Vatican II. Hence, a conspicuous but convenient “Symbol” of it
should be always with us. To make use of it as far as possible at
proper timings of the day is a very great work indeed and mostly
salvific. Thus this booklet shall be the best personal companion,
a guardian angel, of a Mar Toma Nasrani, a faithful in the Aramaic
or East Syriac Heritage.

Thanks, Prayers

We are especially grateful to our present Major
Archbishop, His Beatitude Mar George Alenchery, for giving his
paternal blessing to publish this prayer book.
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