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THE ARMENIAN APOSTOLIC CHURCH 

Belief and rituals 
503 

Armenians preserve and transmit an "A ' , 
, t d d k rmeDIan behef sy t " , 

family and Its ex en e networ of relationships, Rituals co s em through the 
and funerals a!e the ,most common, One of the m nnect,ed with baptism, marriage 

us toms, especially m ArmeDIa and the Middle East ' th ost wl?ely practiced "religious" 
c , 'I ' h ,IS e offenng f d 
It is a tradltIOna ceremony m t e Armenian Church 'th ,0 rna agh (sacrifice) 

'I 'I I I WI roots In pr Ch ' , ' 
h'story The ntua ental s t le s aughter of doves chl'ck I e- nstIan Armenian 
I ' " I ff d ,en or amb at h h "holy place, Peop a er a ma agh for a number of reasons _ on th a c or a special 

of baptism, on a birthday or to honor a special guest a e of a wedding 
f h ' d h ' r as a memonal to I d 

the anniversary a IS eat, or for thanksgiving when " a ove one on 
'k b prayers are answered"40 Al every Armeman nows a out madagh and has participated 'ff ,most 

in his or her lifetime,41 In or a ered one at least once 

The memory and practice of rituals and traditions besides b ' I' k . 
II t'" I'" d ,emg a m to history 

Provide a co ec Ive mora Ity an an Armenian "cosmology"42 whe ' th 'd" ' 
h I" d'" ,rem e III IVldual -

beyond t e re IglOUS ImenSlOn of the ntual act - reaffirms hl's/her Ar ' 'd ' " meman I entIty 
through the practice. Far from bemg a neatly organised sets of "teachings" and t' 

b I, f t tl . , h ' prac Ices, 
these e Ie s cons an y mteract Wit vanous social institutions and forces and as h 

. d ' h h ' suc, rem am a ynamlc process rat er t an a static corpus of dogmas, 

Language 

The Armenian language is considered a normative and definitive expression of "Arme­
nianness," The Armenian alphabet, created in 406 A.D" is believed to be divinely inspired. 
For most Armenians, their language is as "sacred" as the Ten Commandments of Moses. 
Beyond its role as a means of communication and literary creativity, language has been a 
significant identity marker for Armenians. A centuries-old hymn of the Armenian Church, 
dedicated to the inventor of the alphabet, St. Mesrob Mashtots,43 explains the theological 
and national significance of the language: 

"Like Moses, 0 lord teacher-priest, you brought the letter of the law to the land of Armenia, 
through which the children of Torgom's tribe were illuminated, . 
He [Moses] became worthy to see the glory at Sinai.' and the 

he gave it to the anny of Israelites, through which the children of Jacob s tnbe were diu 
mmated, 

d h' not atonement for sins - as sometimes obser­
v I' 40, It should be noted here that-the of the rna 7 thanksgiving healing and charity - feeding 
ers mk the ritual with the Biblical sacrifice of ammals - but It IS or , 

the less fo t ' f r unate, 't Ie in Armenia and Karabagh, the offenng 0 
m d 41. For instance, during more than sixty years of SO,vle rUr k with their history religion and identity, 

a agh was am.ong the few rituals that provided the Armemans am ' 
42, Cf. E, DURKHEIM, op. cit, (supra, n, ?8)" p, 379, ' Church, was born in the village of Hatzegyats 

in Tar 43, Mesr.ob Mashtotz (ca 355-439), a samt m the Armeman S riac and Persian, Upon his he wor,ked 
as a fn, He studied in Antioch, where he learned Greek, Y monk and was eventually ordamed a pnest. 

erk .m the Royal Court. In 394, he left the and a ian and Caucasian Albanian alphabets. 
ots IS also credited for assisting in the formulatIOn of the eorg 
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. h through your humility, intercede on our behalf, your 
And now, 0 teacher-pne.st'hwe besebeccause through you the children of the holy church were 
celebrants, to the Father In eaven, e 

. illuminated."" 
".,-, , tribe" in the hymn alludes to the ancestors of the Arme-

The reference to ~orgom s 45 t d Mt A 
nians who are believed to be the descendan~s of Noah, whose arc res e on . radratd~ 
the h'ol mount of the Armenians. Indeed, hteratur~ - poems, prose, essays, songs - e 1-

d 
Y h A . language the mother tongue, IS abundant. The renowned poet Ramo cate to t e rmeman , 

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?"" 

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),,7 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"s 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 time, and espe­
cially beyond its maids and disciples. It demands worship day and night from its servants and 
lowly [followers]. 

[ ... ] And we, the sowers of our Lord Language [Ter Lezu] [ ... ]. Let us not sin against our Lord 
God, against our unmatched Language."4. 

~oth the s.ecular a~d religious significance of the Armenian language are intertwined. 
Armemans consider their language as the most unique characteristic of their identity par 
excellence. The language has temporal and eternal attributes. Stories are told how in the 

. «2 G D ' 
also Cath~lic:I:;::1I. LUpLU4Gng [Armeman Church Hymnalj, Jerusalem, SI. James Press, 1914, p. 381-382. See 
a contemporary use~r~ lIM' ~nll., MULUPil It IlPP (Land, Man and Letter], Antelias, Lebanon, 1991, p. 165-177 for 

e oses- esrop companson. 
1~: ~!O~~~I~O'~~~~'7I, Histor~ of Arme~ia, trans. by Robert W. Thomson, Cambridge, 1978, p. 73-75. 

1996. ,anguage , trans, DIana Der Hovanessian, The Armenian Church March-April 

47. A poster published by the Gand Th I . I 
shows the concepts or virtues assoc' t d 'thzasarh eo oglca Centre of the Diocese of Karabagh explains and 

48 la e WI eac letter of the alphabet 
. The letters of the alphabet cast i Id d d ,.' 

as an "eternal" monument of the Armenia~ 10 an a o~ned Wlt~ dIamonds are preserved in a vault in Ejmiatsin 
ment" was commissioned during the t f anguag~. It IS occaSIOnally shown to visitors. The alphabet "monu­
Arzoumanian and goldsmith Jirair Ch~nlure 0 g~hOhcos Vazken I a~d IS the w,ork of architect-painter Baghdasar 
are a Khachkar [cross-stone] and the e~,;;;an, : ~r t~o mo~ument~ In the "senes," made with gold and diamonds, 

49. Armen HOVANISSIAN Rejl . em 0 t e rmeman SovIet Socialist Republic (ASSR). 
s~ch. as Hovanissian, it could be' argu:C~I~~~(~~:~re Two, ,:~~evan, 1993, p. 3 (in Armenian). In fairness to authors 
CItatIOns do not necessarily express th' I" ~nguage IS used as a literary hyperbola and "out of context" 

elf re IglOUS vIews. 
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absence of textbooks and in extreme d'ff I . 
made an effort to teach their children ~y I~Utht circum.stances, parents (especially m th ) 

. d' "My moth t h er creahve me A' 0 ers explame . er aug t us the alphabet on I .ans. n mformer in Karaba h 
black coal and teach us each letter."5o There are t a .arge white tray. She used to write W~h 
the "road to death," mothers taught the alphab

s ~~Ies ~?out how during the Genocide on 
desert. e 0 c Ildren on the sands of the Sy;ian 

Similar to Jews in Israel, language has a "str t '". " 
Former Prime Minster Shimon Peres wrote: a egic SIgnIfIcance for Armenians as well. 

"The Jewish People's challenge in today's world' t d f . . 
ving the Hebrew language in the world of today ISd °t e end It.S Umque heritage [ ... ] Preser-
. d' h b an omorrow IS as mu h . kmg as guar mg t e orders has been until now Th t t' h c a strategic underta-

remain Jewish - Jewish not merely by their ethnic e. ~s ~s °bw to .ensure. that our children 
of mission."" ongm, ut y theIr self-Identity and sense 

Thb Me lahte Cath?dlicos Karekin I of All Armenians, during a "t t th 
Mesro as tots, Sal : VISI 0 e tomb of St. 

Land 

"It is ~~r prayer that our people always visit to this holy place, by means of which the faith 
the spmt and the character of our p:ople had been created. Let the sacred language of 
St. M:sro.b Mas~tots al.ways 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."" 

The C.hurch represents a "territory," an Armenian "space," especially in the Diaspora, 
w~ere enterIng an Armenian Church is like stepping into "Armenian soil" - a familiar and 
umquely 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 Anne­
nians lived on that land for centuries. 

Many Armenians believe that their land is sacred, consecrated by hundreds of 
~hurches, monasteries and "holy places" and by the "blood of the martyrs" who were killed 
10 recent wars and throughout the centuries in defense of the "fatherland" (Hayreni hogh). 
Besides churches, there are thousands of rocks and old trees in Armenia and Karabagh that 
~erve as places of "pilgrimage" where people visit to offer their prayers and madagh. Lan? 
I~ a sacred space where "God performs miracles."53 But not all "h,?ly. place~" have a reli­
gIOUS background. Some places are associated with local legends or mlfacles and the story 

50. Interview in Stepanakert August 1995. 
51. Shimon PERES, Battling for Peace, London, Weidenfeld ~ Nicols~n, 1995, p. 356. 

. 52. Press Release, Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin, InformatIOn SerVices, posted on www.groong.com (elec-
trOIliC bulletin) 24 June 2000 

53. For ex I K . b h' "heaven on earth." Cf. Zori BALAYAN, Hell and Heaven, Yerevan, 1995, p. 568, 
572-576 . a~p e, ara ag IS 

(m Armeman). 
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. f neration to generation. At times the stories are forgotten, but the IS passed down rom ge . I S4 lace is remembered as somewhere specIa. . . . . . P h. . aI Encyclical from the Dlaspora, Cathohcos Aram I of CthcIa wrote· In IS maugur . 
"Each Armenian individual must be firmly conne~ted to the fatherla~d that belongs to all of 

I A nl·a 'He dreamed of a free and Independent Armema; we suffered for it we us - eterna rme . VV' • • G d h ' I d f ·t And today we offer a mynad of glones to 0, w a graced us to have Our 
f
strugg ed . ad rep I e·ndent fath~rland again . We must keep it like the apple of our eyes, we must ree an In . d . t t t t h th ·ndependence of Armema an Its sta e s ruc ures, we mus restore her economy strengt en e I . I h h b d .. I th rds each individual Armeman - w lerever e or s e may e, un er whatever clrcum-n 0 er wo , . . . h d k f . stance he or she may be - must actively partIcipate In t e sacre tas a natIon building. Let 

forget that the fatherland belongs to all of us and all of us belong to the fatherland, us never . h " S5 with mutual responsibilities and ng ts. 

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."S6 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 ,":riting of the history of the contemporary struggle of Karabagh is "instructed by God hlmself."57 Historians, chroniclers, poets, artists and others have written and continue to record the "history of the modern struggle" for the generations yet to come.58 Most often 

I 54. For instance, in almost every village in Karabagh there is a "holy place" which is usually a rock or an ~ ~ tr~e (e.g., a two-t~ousand year old tree in the village of S'khdorashen). In those villages where there are no t ~ Y g aces,. the t01l1~ III the house - an oven or a pit dug about one meter into the ground _ is used as a substi­u e·
t 

t.n maJofrdoccaslOns, es~ecially weddings, people visit these holy places to take an oath and "bless" the marriage, or a Imes a anger and dlsa tIff . Id Cf Y L . s er, peop e a er prayers and madagh. These practices are at least two centunes 0 . . . ALAYAN, .op. ClI. (supra, n. 39), 1988, 98ff. 
55. Ponllflcal Encyclical Cath r A I C . . . . 1995 Antelias L b ' a ICOS ram , athohcosate of the Great House of Cillcla, 14 October , , e anon. 
56. Philip MARSDEN The C . PI . AT · . bl· shers, 1993, p. 109. ' rossmg ace. Journey among the Armenians, London, Harper Colhns Pu . 1- . 
57. Z. BALAYAN, op. cit. (supra, n. 53), p. 571 . . 
~Se~~~~B~B Tn . n 53)' V KHocH ,. ABYAN, J, e Struggle for Artsakh Yerevan 1994· Z Balayan op. cll. (supra, . ,. ABEKYAN Artsakh h T; . . ",., nian), Stepanakert 1993. Ii B at t e Ime of CnsIS, Yerevan, 1991; V. BAGHRJAN, Avo (about Monte Melko-Faith is Light (poe'try) St . EkGLARIAN, The .Road of Immortality, Stepanakert, 1995· Smela SAROUKHANIAN, My , epana ert, 1995; all III Armenian. ' 



THE ARMENIAN APOSTOLIC CHURCH 507 

leaders, are evaluated b,ased on their sense of responsibility to and for history _ a common 
Armeman standard of Judgment. 

As these key elements in the Armenia'" '" , , , ,n meamng system mdlcate there are varying 
vieWS ~f rehgl?n am?~g ~rmemans, and "believers" constantly interact' with other social 
forces, Armeman rehg~on -:- transmitted through the family and the church _ is a "brid e" 
that restores a connection with past identity and culture and I'n turn t bl' h b' gf 

t ' f I 'b'l' " es a IS es a aSls or the reconstruc IOn 0 p ausl I Ity structures of current social reality Wh'l th Ch h' h 
, " b I" d f t' f "A ' ' lee urc IS t e maiO sym 0 an unc IOnary 0 rmeman religion" it remains to 0 'h 1 

role in the life of individual Armenians, ' ccupy a penp era 

Conclusion 

, ~at ~~kes the ~rmenian Ch~rch different ~rom any other institution is its primary 
raison ~ etre, the salvatIo~ of people s souls," as articulated by Catholicos Karekin II of All 
Armemans; or ":h,at,,Ca~hohcos Aram I of Cilicia describes as a "community of faith sustained 
by th~ Ho~y St:lTlt. Still.' w~en, ~eople speak about the Armenian Church and its history, 
very httle IS said about Its rehglOus" 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 th~ 
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,"59 

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 little relevance 
to the lives of most Armenians who identify themselves as "Armenian Christians," If fact, 
most clergy would argue that the Church is not only a religious institution, 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~era~c~y e~tered 
the ~lst century with a hazy view of what is ahead, both in terms of thelf m~sslOn In the 
commg years and decades and in terms of what should be the fundamental baSIS of churc~­
C?mmunity relations, Internal and external challenges presented to ~h~ Churc~ and I~S 
hierarchy require visionary leadership and not mere management of eXlstIn~ affalfs, Conti­
nuous study, discernment and learned understanding of the "flock:' and their nee?s ,are the 
most important requirements for the articulation and implementatIOn of a clear miSSIOn and 

-----
59, 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."60 

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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