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our humility, intercede on our behalf, your

e beseech through y :
h you the children of the holy church were

And now, O teacher-priest, W
e throug

celebrants, to the Father in heaven, becaus
illuminated.”*

The reference to “Torgom’s tribe’
nians, who are believed to be the descen
the holy mount of the Armenians. Indee
cated to the Armenian language, the noth
Sahian wrote:

«“Our language is our conscience, our compassion.

It is our table’s holy bread.

It is the just voice of our spirit;

flavoring every thought that’s said.

(..) It is our first and last love.
What more in this world is so much ours;

What else belongs to us alone?”*

 in the hymn alludes to the ancestors of the Arme-
dants of Noah,* whose arc rested on Mt. Ararat -
d, literature — poems, prose, essays, songs — dedi-
er tongue, is abundant. The renowned poet Hamo

The Armenian language is also a sacred symbol. It is believed that each letter of the
alphabet represents a concept or a virtue. The first letter ayp stands for “Asdvadz” (God)
and the last letter ke for “Kristos” (Christ).” In fact, it is very common to see the Arme-
nian alphabet framed as pictures, “icons,” in Armenian homes in the Diaspora, along with
key rings, coffee mugs and a range of household decorations.” In extreme cases, the language

is “divinised” and made an “object” of worship.

“Our deep Eternity, the Language is beyond the emptiness and commotion of ti
! : 3 ua time, and espe-
cially beyond its maids and disciples. It demands worship day and night from its servants eﬁfd

lowly [followers].
[...] And we, the sowers of our Lord Language [Ter Lezu] [...]. Let us not sin against our Lord

God, against our unmatched Language.”*

Both the secular and religious significance of the A i i

. ' ] rmenian language are intertwined.

gg:l?mans ﬁnSIder their language as the most unique characteristic ofg their identity par
ence. The language has temporal and eternal attributes. Stories are told how in the

44. QuiGqwun ¢C ]
BB gh aeu I?A Rr}s KINer}?;gﬁ?l? l}sr:?eﬁzan hChﬁChdHymnal]’ Jerusalem, St. James Press, 1914, p- 381-382. See
2 Conte%pogr&use prlk Sl eyl Cog;pr; U (:11111 , Man and Letter], Antelias, Lebanon, 1991, p. 165-177 for
. Cf. Movs . i
e jlsﬂf]}:’o‘l‘zgﬁfiznl{;storz of Arme:?ra, trans. by Robert W. Thomson, Cambridge, 1978, p. 73-75.
: o guage”, trans. Diana Der Hovanessian, The Armenian Churc’h Ma,rch-APril
47. A poster published b
' y the Gandzasar Th i i
shows ﬂ41§ C;’;:ipif or v;rtﬁles associated with each let?g:oc%;cflie(;fig;lraeb Otf e ipgeie of Kanilagh slalns 450
: etters of t i =
i i U L % ?I&heatfrt nclast‘m gold and ador.ned with diamonds are preserved in a vault in Ejmiatsin
ment” was commissioned duting the enian languagfe. It is occasionally shown to visitors. The alphab t]“
Arzoumanian and goldsmith Jirg- Ch enure of Catholicos Vazken I and is the work of arch:t t sinter Baghdasar
are a Khachkar [cross-stone] ér ouloyan. Other two monuments in the “serjes.” d it ot dimonds,
19, ettt e 22 Rt‘h)?l en?blem of the Armenian Soviet Socialist Réprlrllgl'e &élsgfg)ld SR
el 8 Ty » Reflections for Page Two, Yerevan i i i
cltifiong 1o I::(I:lé 1t could be argued that the “language” is use’dl 2193’ [;.'3 S el st
ssarily express their religious views. ST SRS, S e e
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o LA S St s e e
made an et I children by othe ' . S (especially mothers
explaille d: “My mother taught us the alpf}lrabet I Creative means )
plack coal and teach us each letter.” There are st
the “road to death,” mothers taught the alphabe on th
desert. N the sands of the Syrian

Similar to Jews in Israel, language has a « Cugy e
- : : Strategic” si ;
Former Prime Minster Shimon Peres wrote: & gnificance for Armenians as well.

“The Jewish People’s challenge in today’ : . )
i %h 1Y evorld is to defend its unique heritage [...] Preser-

! € world of today and tomor i
king as guarding the borders has been until now. The test 11‘50 V;Jl

remain Jewish — Jewish not merely by their ethnic origin, but
of mission.” .

The late Catholicos Karekin I of All Armenians duri isi
Mesrob Mashtots, said: » during a visit to the tomb of St.

“It 1s our prayer that our people always visit to this holy place, by means of which the faith
the spirit and the character of our people had been created. Let the sacred language of
St. Mesrob Mashtots always be on our lips, let us preserve it in our souls and let us create our
ecclesiastical-national life in the spirit of St. Mashtots.”*

Land

The Church represents a “territory,” an Armenian “space,” especially in the Diaspora,
where entering an Armenian Church is like stepping into “Armenian soil” — a familiar and
uniquely Armenian place. Thousands of church buildings, ruins of “holy places” and khach-
kars (cross stones) spread throughout Armenia and Karabagh represent “territorial markers”
and are perceived as witnesses of history. Inscriptions on church walls, khachkars and tombs
tell the story of their time — sometimes they are the sole record of an event. In some regions,
churches and monasteries or their remnants are the only “record” that testify that Arme-
nians lived on that land for centuries.

Many Armenians believe that their land is sacred, consecrated by hundreds of
churches, monasteries and “holy places” and by the “blood of the martyrs” who were killed
In recent wars and throughout the centuries in defense of the “fatherla_md” (Hayreni hogh).
Besides churches, there are thousands of rocks and old trees in Armenia and Karabagh that
serve as places of “pilgrimage” where people visit to offer their prayers and Tcﬁiagh- Lafllf-l
18 a sacred space where “God performs miracles.”” But not all h‘(‘)ly_ place,s, dav<la'1 a ie 1-
glous background. Some places are associated with local legends or “miracles” and the story

\_—_.

50. Interview in Stepanakert August 1995. ,
51. Shimon PEres, Battling for Peace, London, Wei
52. Press Release, Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin,

tronic bullet;
53.eF123 g:a‘rl:ll;ﬁe zlggggibagh is “heaven on earth.” Cf. Zori BALAYAN, Hell and Heaven, Yerevan, 1995, p. 568,
312-576 (in Armenian).

denfeld & Nicolson, 1995, p. 356.
Information Services, posted on www.groong.com (elec-
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is passed down from generation to generation. At times the stories are forgotten, but the
is p

7 54
s remembered as somewhere special.

pleel e Diaspora, Catholicos Aram I of Cilicia wrote:

In his inaugural Encyclical from th

« ian indivi be firmly connected to the fatherland that belongs to g
Fach Armlezrar?l;x?gw\l?s: acirgl:lslted of a frie and independent Armenia; we suffereg for it, \;(f
utsru_ elt:crln?or it. And .today, we offer a myriad of gloriqs to God, who graced us to have our
;reeggnd independent fatherland again: We m_ust keep it like the apple of our eyes, we must
strengthen the independence of Armel_na and its state structures, we must restore her economy,
In other words, each individual Arme.man - whle‘rever _he or she may be, under \fvhatev.er circum-
stance he or she may be — must actively participate in the sacred task of nation building. Let
us never forget that the fatherland belongs to all of us and all of us belong to the fatherland,

with mutual responsibilities and rights.”*

History

History is an extension of territory for Armenians, “to be claimed and defended with
fortresses of facts. Who did what, when, means nothing unless you know... who did it first,”s
Especially since the beginning of the Karabagh Movement in 1988, history has acquired an
added importance as the continuum of Armenian struggle for independence through the
ages. References and accounts of national crisis and heroic acts dating back to the fifth
century (the Armenians’ struggle against the Persians), the Meliks of Karabagh and their
efforts to preserve Karabagh’s independence and the turn-of-the-century freedom fighters
are widely recounted in public speeches and private conversations.

Fidelity to the past and preservation of the Armenian heritage is an essential aspect
of being Armenian. In this context, recording the contemporary history of Armenia and
Karabagh (especially of the Movement) is also a part of the unfinished and ongoing national
history of Armenians. As such, history is also being constructed (and reconstructed) and is
being objectified as part of the “Armenian meaning system.” Zori Balayan suggests that the
writing of the history of the contemporary struggle of Karabagh is “instructed by God
himself.”? Historians, chroniclers, poets, artists and others have written and continue to
record the “history of the modern struggle” for the generations yet to come.”® Most often

s

" 54, For instance, in almost every village in Karabagh there is a “holy place” which is usually a rock or an
l(: ] trele (eg.a two-thousand year old ‘tree in the village of S’khdorashen). In those villages where there are no
tu0t y (IL)) aces,.the tom_r in the hc_)use = an oven or a pit dug about one meter into the ground - is used as a SU'bStl-
or :t ﬁlrlngnsaf;;rdcgcnca:Ionsaespec,auy weddings, people visit these holy places to take an oath and “bless” the marna%g,

Ber and disaster, people offer pra ers a i centuries old.
CL Y. LALAYAN, op. cit. (supra, n. 30), ?988, 98ff? y nd madagh. These practices are at least two

55. ifi ; : ; i
Antelias, Lei‘;?lzﬂ?al Encyclical, Catholicos Aram I, Catholicosate of the Great House of Cilicia, 14 October 1995,

- 56. Phili : ' . '
shers, 1993, pl,n11339_MARSDEN’ The Crossing Place: A Jour. ney among the Armenians, London, Harper Collins Publli

gg SZ BALAYAN, op. cit, (supra, n. 53), p. 571.
- See, for example, B, ULUBABYAN, The Struggle for Artsakh, Yerevan, 1994; Z. Balayan, op. cit. (suprd,

n. 53); v. .
); V. KHOCHABEKYAN, Arsakh ar the Time of Crisis, Yerevan, 1991; V. BAGHRIAN, Avo (about Monte Melko-

hian), Stepanakert 1993; H. BEGLAR]
o e , ; H. AN, The Road of | tali ' IS
Faith is Light (poetry), Stepanakert, 1995; all in ArmgniZ:?or el Stepanaker, R
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luated based on thej ibili i
Jeaders are eva . 11 their sense of responsibilit -
P nenian standard of judgmont P y to and for history - a common

As these key elements in the Armenijan “meaning system” indicate, there are varying

nd “believers” constantly interact with other social
ugh the family and the church — js a “bridge”
» and in turn, establishes a basis for

g = . : ity. While the Church is the
main “symbol” and functionary of “Armenian reli ion,” it remai .
role in the life of individual Armenians. ¢ Ains to occupy a peripheral

Conclusion

What makes the Armenian Church different from any other institution is its prima
raison d’étre: “the salvation of people’s souls,” as articulated by Catholicos Karekin II of All
Armenians; or what Catholicos Aram I of Cilicia describes as a “community of faith sustained
by the Holy Spirit.” Still, when people speak about the Armenian Church and its history,
very little is said about its “religious” or “spiritual” dimension. It is the church’s cultural,
ethnic and political role that is easier to understand and explain. It may be that it is the
Armenian Church’s “spiritual liberalism” that makes it harder to grasp its religious func-
tion. Unlike, for example, the Roman Catholic Church, the doctrines, theology and canons
of the Armenian Church are guidelines, rather than legal documents by which a believer is
judged. Pastoral theology, rather than dogmatic theology, has been the basis of the relation-
ship between the Church and its faithful. Issues of a private nature, such as abortion or
homosexuality that pertain to one’s personal relationship with God are left to the indivi-
dual believer to discern what is right and what is wrong. The explanation given by Catho-
licos Karekin II of Cilicia is instructive: “We don’t impose on our followers dogmatic
principles on practical issues such as abortion or homosexuality. We have not come up with
any official declaration or statement on this or that social issue, although, conceivably, we
might give certain “directives” or recommendations.” :

It could be argued that the Church’s Gospel-mandated mission has always been clear
since it’s founding - i.e., to ultimately lead people to salvation. Yet, at best, this has been
articulated as a theological objective and preached in general terms — with lit.tle relevance
to the lives of most Armenians who identify themselves as “Armenian Christians.” ?f fact,
most clergy would argue that the Church is not only a religious institutiqn, but an Impor-
tant national and “cultural” institution as well. Yet, it is not clear what this “national” and
“cultural” role is supposed to be and how it should be carried out. _

With the 1700th anniversary celebrations, the Armenian Church’s h}erar'ch_y er}tered
the 21st century with a hazy view of what is ahead, both in terms of their mission in the
coming years and decades and in terms of what should be the fundamental basis of church-
cOmmunity relations. Internal and external challenges presented to t'hq Churc_h and its
hlerarchy require visionary leadership and not mere management ,?f existing affairs. Conti-
uous study, discernment and learned understanding of the “ﬂock_ and their neegis are the
Most important requirements for the articulation and implementation of a clear mission and

\\_— >
9. Armenian International Magazine (AIM) March 1994, p. 23.
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direction in the 21st century. Catholicos Aram I said it more succinctly: “Today we cannot
serve our people by the titles, thrones, ranks we have, but with our moral character and

spirit of servitude.”®
In the absence of serious internal reforms, transparency, courage and clear understan-

ding of mission, it is possible that the gap between the hierarchy and the “faithful” will grow
further apart in the coming decades.
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