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1?e A~enian Apostolic Church, the only institution that has existed continuously in 
Armeman hIstory, celebrated the 1700th anniversary of its founding in 2001. Jubilimt and 
elaborate ceremonies were held in Armenia and the diaspora. The glorious history of the 
Church was presented through large exhibitions, conferences, concerts, and publications. 
Hundreds of "pilgrims" visited sacred sites in Armenia and the diaspora. The celebrations 
concluded with the solemn consecration of a new cathedral in Yerevan, dubbed as the largest 
Armenian Church ever built. Yet, throughout the process of preparation, planning and cele
bration of the anniversary - which was hoped to be, as described by the late Catholicos 
Karekin I, a "new Pentecost," an opportunity for a new spiritual revival, "re-Christianiza
tion" of Armenia after decades of Communism - fundamental questions facing the church 
and its hierarchy were not addressed. - . .. . . 

What is the relevance of a 1700-year-old Church to Arme~llans hVIllg ~~ a ~lobal SOCIety 
today? A "modern" world characterised by expectations of Illstant gratIfIcatIOn, constant 
stimulation and entertainment· a world where, as some describe it, economy has become the 
"religion" of contemporary ~an; a world where a particularistic "religious languag~" has 
been replaced with a secular "global language." What is the rel~vance of a Church III t~e 
"~nformation age," where a new social-economic "lexicon",,~,omIllates con,~emporary thl1:
~mg? A world where "computer", "internet", "mobile phone, st~ck ~arke~ are,~ore famI~ 
lIar concepts than "Holy Trinity," "salvation," "sin," "repentance or obedience . 

Even as the glorious past of the Church is acknowle~ged and .celebrat~d, .the rele
vance of the Armenian Church to most contemporary Armemans r~maIlls a major Issue . .For 
instance th . I . A ·1 2003 brought some critical questIOns to surfac~ and. h~gh
. ,e war III . raq, III pn, . ost fundamental to Its mISSIOn. 

lIghted the pastoral Illadequacy of the Chur.ch - a funct~on. m I without a "shepherd." 
~n the eve of the imminent war, the.Ar~eman commumty I~ ~~~:;s that the Prelate of the 
emb~rs of the Armenian commum~y III Baghdad express~d to rovide them guidance and 

Armeman Church in Iraq, the archbIshop who was suppoh ~mplained that he was not 
COlllfort, had gone to the United States for a long stay. ey c 
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with his flock at the most critical moment in their collecti~e and individual lives. "The Arch
bishop has abandoned us. The Arabs, the Moslems are ta~Ing care of us. Le~ the Prelate stay 
were he is' we do not need him," wrote an angry ArmenIan from .Baghdad. One newspaper 
in the diaspora characterised the archbishop's ~onfli~ting explanatIOns from abroad as "tragi
comedy." Another angry commentator wrote: In thIs Church, we are not sheep, but human 
beings [ ... ]. If we are a Church, I~t us be a 'proper church, as. clergy and laity."2 Ano.th~r 
example is the case of Armenians In ~bkhazIa.' the former SOVIet Autonomous RepublIc III 

Georgia that went through a devastatIng war In the e.arly 1990s'.Th.e 80000-100000 strong 
Armenian community in Abkhazia does not have a sIngle fun.c~IOnIng church or a perma
nent priest. Community leaders were dismayed that the offICIal Church had "forgotten 
them."3 In places where past.oral care .an~ .Ieadershi~ is prov!ded, it is ~ostly du~ to the 
charisma and personal initiatIve of an IndIVIdual c1enc or a hIerarch, for Instance In Kara
bagh rather than the result of a well-thought and articulated Church policy or mission. 

, This essay presents a background discussion of the role of the Armenian Church and 
hierarchy in the past and highlights the problems of ecclesiastical mission and leadership in 
the present. It then suggests various typologies of "believers" in the Armenian Church to 
show the existing perceptual gaps between the church hierarchy and the "faithful." It should 
be noted that this essay does not exhaust all the issues and themes presented here, but 
attempts to identify and introduce critical issues that need further investigation and serious 
study. 

The Historic Role of the Church 

The history of the Armenian Church is intimately intertwined with the history of the 
Armenian people. Whenever Armenians faced political and social difficulties, and invasions 
by foreign rulers, the Armenian Church has been in the forefront of national life, at times 
serving as a "surrogate government." The Church has been a protective religious, political, 
educational and cultural institution and preserver of the religious-cultural heritage of Arme
n~ans, especially since the demise of the last Armenian Kingdom in 1375. The 1700-year 
hIstOry of the Church also reflects the diasporic realities of Armenians. Indeed, the center 
of the Armenian Church (the Holy See) has moved frequently as a result of constant poli
tical disorder and unrest in Armenia. Over the course of some eleven hundred years 
(between 314 and 1441), the Seat of the Catholicosate of the Armenian Church has moved 
from one plac~ to another for ten times. The Church's moves follow the track of dispersion 
o~ the Armeman people. As a 13th century historian wrote, "the Catholicoi [of the Arme
m.an Church] wandered ~ere a?d ~he~e with the Armenian kings and people."4 

. As the largest natronal InstrtutIOn after the Armenian state the Armenian Church 
remams the most institutionalized (and "bureaucratic" in a Weberia~ sense) Armenian esta-

1. "A new note from Iraqi-Armenian Sebouh," Haratch [Bumw2] [Forward] 5 April 2003 Paris p 1 
. 2. See G. VARDANJAN, "New Comedy in the Armenian Church" and Arpi TOTOYAN "when th~ Bo~nda-

nes of Tragedy and Comedy Get Confused," Haratch 12-13 April 2003 P' 2 ' 
3 I t . . G " ans, p. . 
. n ervlew III agra, 14 August 2003. 

Nerses t~~te~~~s~~~~Ar~~bishOP NE,RSOYAN,. "Problems and Exercise of Primacy in the Armenian Church," in 
St. Vartan Press, 1996, p. 21~. .), Archbishop Tzran Nersoyan, Armenian Church Historical Studies, New York, 
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)'shment anywhere in the world. In 2002, there were v 350 . . 
b Ime 40 countries around the world,s and about 500 b?sher dPan~hes and ~hurches 1!1 
so 7 5 '11' A . I" . I ops an pnests6 servmg an estI-mated 7 to , ml Ion rmentans IVlOg 10 Armenia Karabagh and th D' 7 C I 

. Ch h' . d .' e laspora. urrent y the A~meman ~rc IS compnse of fou~ HIerarchical Sees to which the overwhelmin ' 
majority o~ ~rm.emans b~long, ~t least nommalIy.8 They are: the Catholicosate of All Arme~ 
nians in EJml~tslO (~stabhsh.ed 10 the 4th .century); the Catholicosate of the Great House of 
Cilicia (estabhshed 10 Antehas, Leban<:n 10 1930, but its roots go back to the 13th centu ). 
the Patriarchate of Jerusalem (estabhshed in the 14th century)' and th P . h ry f' 

. (I bid II Th k '. ,e atnarc ate 0 Constantmople stan u an a r ey, established m 1461). Each Hierarchical S h 't 
Own religious order (brotherhood), ecclesiastical jurisdiction over a region wI'th d' ee as Ids 

d . tid " . loceses an parish churches, an 10 erna a mlntstrahve bY-laws. These Hierarchical Sees are not _ 
rate churches, but are part of the "One, Holy, Apostolic Church" and are one in d;:~~ 
theology, liturgy and rendered services. , 

For the Church and the Armenia? nation, ~he last decade of the 20th century was 
marked by many. unpreceden~ed events 10 Armenta, Karabagh and the Diaspora, the most 
significant of whIch was the I?dependence of Armenia in 1991. Indeed, the developments 
since the early 1990s have radIcally changed the way the Armenian Diaspora _ where more 
Armenians live than in Armenia itself - perceives and understands itself. The reestablish
ment of Armenian statehood has introduced new sets of issues in the ongoing "identity 
crisis" in the Diaspora. The perennial discourse of preservation of identity (hayabahbanoom) 
in dispersion has been infused with a "new" discourse of mobilisation and "unity," to face 
the colossal new challenges facing the "nation." 

As a result of post-independence realities and processes, Armenian institutional life, 
both in Armenia and the Diaspora, have gone and continue to go through changes. But one 
institution which remains relatively stagnant is the Armenian Apostolic Church. The Church 
has neither found ,her "rightful place" (as it is so often characterised by the clergy) nor has 
contributed to the "national rebirth" that was anticipated by Armenia's independence. In 
fact the Church has had very little functional role in the transitional processes of the last 
dec~de in Armenia and the Diaspora. Meanwhile, decades-long schisms and wounds of the 
Church in the Diaspora remain unresolved and unhealed. Moreover, the consequences of 

, . '1 3 5. Based on figures in 2002: Argentina 7 churches, Armenia 43, Australia 2, A~stria 1, BelgIUm \J~~:~~ 4' 
Bulgaria 9, Canada 19, Cyprus 3, Egypt 3, England 2, Ethiopia I, ~rance 16, Georgia 3, Ge:~n~;therlands 2: 
India 4, Iran 30, Iraq 2, Israel 7, Italy I, Jordan 1, Karabagh 19, ~atvla 1d ~ebsan~n 1;, SM~~d~ Tur'key 38 UAE I, 
Romania 2, Russia 9, Swaziland 1 (private chapel), Sweden 1, SWltzerlan ,u an ,y, , 

Ukraine 2, Uruguay 2, USA lOS, Venezuela 1. .. 18 J I '14 Constantinople 4) celibate 
'. 'h' 65 (E' 't'n 28 Cihcla erusa em , , , 6, Based on figures III 2002, Bls ops. jmla Sl, '. 4) married riests: 300 (estimate); 

pnests (vardapets): 122 (Ejmiatsin 65, Cilicia 26, Jerusalem 31, Constantmople, p 

and 2 catholicoi. all ercentage of what the Armenian 
7. The present number of churches and clergy represent a v~r\ s~e a~ documented by the scribe Teotig, 

Church was at the end of the 19th century and early 20th cen:ury. FO:dm~:~he' Ottoman Empire. At the beginning 
1 054 Armenian priests were the victims of the World W,ar h g~~cI :nl Empire and the Soviet Union. Cf. TEoTlG, 
of the 20th century, hun?reds of chu,rches wer.e destroyed III t :arts ~~victims and analysis, see Window view of the 
Golgotha of the Armeman Clergy (Ill Arm,eman~, 1921. For c 0 12-13. 

Armenian Church, 1 (3) (a quarterly pubhshed III San J~s~), 19~ 'fhe Armenian Catholic Church and less than 
8. Some 200 000 Armenians around the world e ong 0 'tl'es see Hratch TCHlLlNGIRIAN, "Catholics 100 000 . , d" n of these commum , . 
are Arrneman Evangehcals, For a I~CUS~IO d C unity Face Daunting Challenges," Armeman 

Elect New Patriarch. The Armenian Cathohc Hierarchy a~ o~all is Big. Armenian Evangelicals Render a 
!!:!emational Magazine (AIM) November 1999, p. ?7 anMd Wh~n (AIM) January 2000, p. 35-38, 43. 
'-Cntury and a Half of Service,"Armenian InternatIOnal agazme 
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t t so red atheism in Soviet Armenia and the effects of secularisation and globalisa-

ts. a e-hsPoen hardly been addressed by the Armenian Church and its hierarchy. For example 
IOn av bl · fA· ·d h ' while over 90 percent of the population of the Rep~ IC 0 rmerna conSI er

9 
t emselves 

Christians, only 8 percent of them att~nd c~urch services at least once a week. 
As one priest in Armenia explamed m 1991: 

"Seventy years of communist rule has devastate~ the f~ndame~tal foundations of ~:lUr national 
spiritual, religious and cultural life. The Armema~ natlOp, which had pre~e~ed Its existence 
through her church and culture, started to be foreign to Its own holy convictions. 
[ ... ] Unfortunately, many of the clergy in Armenia see themselves as ritual performers. Such 
concepts have no place in the Chu~ch today .. <?n ,~~e contrary, we should expand religious, 
pastoral, literary, cultural and educational activities. 

Over a decade later, the authors of a survey conducted in 2003 (commissioned by 
"Armenia 2020") state that: 

"The situation in Armenia proper is still influenced by 70 years of anti-church propaganda. For 
many in Armenia, a well-educated Christian is a contradiction in terms. Religious faith is seen 
as incompatible with reason, knowledge, science and education."11 

While, generally, the Armenian Church, as a national institution, enjoys wide respect 
and support among Armenians, the hierarchy and clergy remain on the periphery of the 
Armenian's spiritual life. Interestingly, the "Armenia 2020" survey of 1875 people around 
Armenia found that 60 % of the respondents "did not know any clergy." Of those who did 
know, 20 % had negative impression, 35 % positive impression, and 43 % were neutral.12 The 
enormous "need" for moral, ethical and spiritual guidance expected from the Church since 
the reestablishment of Armenian statehood remains unfulfilled. In the wider global context, 
especially in the West, the Armenian Church has also been affected by the gradual decline 
of organised religion and institutionalised church life secularisation. (The implications of this 
for the Armenian Church has hardly been studied or investigated). So far, the Church 
hierarchy, like many other churches, has not been able to discern and articulate a role and 
function for the Church in an ever changing, globalised world. Rather than creating a new 
religious and spiritual discourse (and "mission"), Church leaders have found "comfort" in 
the reiteration of past glories and achievements in Armenian history. A vivid example of 
this was the celebrations of the 1700th anniversary of the adoption of Christianity as state 
r~ligion in Armenia, where the past was highlighted and glorified, but without clear connec
tion or relevance to the present and the future. 
. The Armeni.an .Church, like many others, is far behind tackling such local and global 
Issues. At the begmnmg of the 21st century, the Church and its hierarchy face many chal
lenges, from the desired "re-evangelisation" of Armenia after seventy years of communism, 

9. Based on '.V0rl~ Values. 1~95-1997 sur~ey. "Study of .worldwide rates of religiosity, church attendance," 
10 Decembe!" 1997, l!mverslty.of .M~chlgan ; see: unuch.eduJ-newsmfo/Releases/1997IDec97/r121097a.html (23 March 
2003). In nelghbounng GeorgIa It IS 10 percent and Azerbaijan 6 percent. . 

10. Fr. Abraham MGRDTCHIAN, "Religious Reawakening in Armenia," Window View of the Armenian 
Church 2 No. 2, San Jose, CA, 1991, p. 5. 

11. Armenia 2020, Church, State and Religion in Armenia, Issue Paper prepared by Arak-29 Foundation, 
Yerevan, 2003, p. 1. See <www.armenia2020.org>. 

12. Ibid., p. 3. 
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to the training of new cadres of priests and church wo k 
he "fight" against new religious movements and r eThrs, to the restoration of churches 

t . . ,so on. ese ne h II ' eclipsed by problems of leadershIp III the Church. w c a enges have been 

Church leadership 

At least since Armenia's independence the internal and e t I I' 
b k d b : . . x erna re abons of the Church have een mar e y processes of legitImatIOn and consolidation of th . Th' 

is coupled with a leadership "contest" due to the fact that in the last decad au .ont
l
y· d IS 

k I . h Ch h e major ea er-ship changes too p ace III t e urc: ne:w leaders were elected in all four Hierarchical 
Sees of the Arm.effma(nAchur~h. ThdeLCathohcosates of Ejmiatsin and Cilicia had their first 
native-born ponti s. m~ema an ebanon respectively). Each election was marked b 't 
own political dynamIcs, wIth state and/or political party meddling y 1 S 

More importa~t and relevant to the "new world order," virtually on all levels of Church 
hierarchy, but especially on the top level, leadership and authority in the Church is concen
trated in one person or a few key figuresY In contrast to the changing definitions and 
variables of leadership - where at least the personality cult of the Cold War era has gradually 
changed into team leadership - discretionary leadership remains the norm in the Armenian 
Church. Indeed, historically, the nature and boundaries of the authority of the Catholic os of 
the Armenian Church have never been defined, nor the extent of his jurisdiction clarified 
"in any clear and systematic manner." It was only in the 19th century - when state-imposed 
church "constitutions" were established for the Armenian Church in Tsarist Russia (1836) 
and the Ottoman Empire (1863) respectively - that the administrative competencies of the 
head of the church were defined.14 However, with the end of both empires, these much 
controversial constitutions became defunct. 

In recent years, a proposed new "Church Constitution" prepared by the o~icial chun~h, 
which is still under study, has caused further controversy over the sweep~ng authonty 
accorded to the Catholicos of All Armenians. For example, Chapter XIII, Article 90 of the 
proposed constitution reads: 

"The basic task of spiritual office-holders and of the faithful is to respect the Catholicos of All 
Armenians and the institutions and employees of the Armen.ian Apostol~c Church that .he head~, 
and to execute their commands and determinations, along WIth the reqUIrements of this ConstI
tution and of the Diocesan constitutions [emphasis added]." 

. . "Mother See" of Holy Ejmiatsin, is the supreme ecclesiastical 
13. The Cathohcosate of All ArmenIans, the . A' n Church Gregory the Illuminator 

center of the Armenian Church, established by the patron samt. of the /~~nlarmenians is recognized as the "pre
(c. ~40-325) in the city of Vagharshapat (Ejmiatsin): The ~at~~hcosa:~ho Church The Catholicos of Cilicia is equal 
~mment" See (Naxamecar Ator) among ~he four Hlerar~hlca ees

ri
:

ac 
e of hon~r of the Catholicos of All Arme

I~ ran~ to the Catholicos of All ArmenIans but recog~lzes f t~: PChurc~ and enjoy the same privileges of a catho
~Ians III Ejmiatsin. Both are consecrated by the same nt.e 0 f e H Iy Muron The Patriarchs of Jerusalem and 
hcos, namely, the consecration of bishops and blessmg 0 ~ in the int~rnal affairs of their Patriarchate and 
Constantinople have the rank of Archbishop. They are autonon:ou 
pled . . ChI' te of All ArmenIans. 

ge canomcal allegiance to the at 0 Icosa. d t'II 's that a Catholicos would do whatever necessary 
14 N I' "Th esumptiOn was an s I If' 

t . ersoyan exp ams: e pr d' de uidance and supervision in the conduct 0 Its ~ S~feguard the unity and the cohesion of the Churc~ an pr~vITh!s by and large the authority of a Catholicos 
~~lIS as the chief of its bishops and. the leader

d 
off Its g~~~~' would exercise jurisdiction over his constituency," 

Norms to the general norms by which the hea 0 a . 
erSes VREJ NERSESSIAN, op. cit. (supra, n. 4), p. 217, 219. 
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N 
ho has written an extensive evaluation of the new Consti-

Professor Hagop ersoyan, w . . 
tution, comments about the above prOVISiOn: 

. . ' . . ' n thing uglier more offensive to democratic sensitivities 
"It is qUite ~mposslble. to. Imtagillethaa /this provisio~ It reduces all of Christianity to obedienc~ 
more despotic and tsanst III one . . ., b . Id thO k that a Christian'S basic obligatIOn IS to 0 ey not anyone person, 
and lega!lsm: One wou I d .10 th Lord Jesus Christ. Is the proposed Constitution making of our 
but G<;>d s will as rev;a e ~~? :"re the writers of this constitution under the impression that 
catholicos a

h 
popeh 0

1
, POPays' anything formally some divine infallibility is the case and then all 

whenever t e cat 0 ICOS S 
we have to do is bow down?"" 

Ct' I the relationship of the four hierarchical Sees of the Armenian Church - and 

b t er.am tYh' el'r relationship with the church community and the faithful - has been 
y ex enSiOn . . h h h . 11 ' h 

marked by tension over the issue of "supreme" auth?nty.1O t . e ~ u!C ~ especIa y smce t e 
election of the first native Catholicos of All Armemans 10 EJmlatslO, 10 October 1999. As 
one Patriarch explained: 

"There are obvious tendencies [by Ejmiatsin in Armenia] to marginalise the thr~e Hierarchical 
Sees [in the Diaspora]. This is something that, if not prevented, could be detrunental to the 
church and her constituents. 
[ ... ] Let us admit that Holy Ejmiatsin, while being the spiritual b!rthplace of the ~rmenians, i.n 
the present realities of the Diaspora does not represent the totality o~ the Armen~an Ap~st?lic 
Orthodox Church. The Armenian Church is everywhere where there IS an Armeman Christian. 
In order to pray and live a spiritual life one does not have to go to Ejmiatsin."16 

Externaliy, church and state relations since Armenia's independence are underlined 
by mutual exploitation. While constitutionally church and state are separated, the lines of 
demarcation are not yet clear. This is most evident in issues concerning religious tolerance 
- or rather intolerance. As in other parts of the former Soviet Union, the appearance of 
foreign missionaries and new religious movements in Armenia has presented formidable 
challenges to the state and the national church. In an emerging democratic society, where 
pluralism and freedom of conscience are guaranteed by the constitution, the church has 
protected her eroding authority by seeking the patronage of the state. This has put the state 
in a precarious position vis-a-vis human rights guarantees. In turn the state has used the 
church t<,> .boost its legitimacy and ~ec.lining ~opularity, especially i~ the Diaspora. Indeed, 
state polItics and the role of the laity 10 the hfe of the Church have had both positive and 
negative effects. 

The Laity in the Church 

The in~olvement of laymen in the affairs of the Armenian Church is one of her unique 
features. U!lhke, f~r. examp.le, the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches of 
the Byzantme tradition which mainta' h' 1 '. . 

, 10 monarc lca and anstocrahc structures respectively, 

15. Hagop NERSOYAN, Remarks on a Proposed Co . . . 
version of ~wGnGW'll1m~llLG ~Wlwul.llwGbwg b~bllb G ntustltutlOn for the Armenian Church, the Shorter, Enghsh 
Press, 2001. gm w wq.~b~G Llwu~G 'l~l.llnllm~LGGbl1, Jerusalem, St James 

16. "His Beatitude Patriarch Mesrob of Istanbul d . 
operation," Haratch 2 & 3 July 2001. an all Thrkey: What's Missing Is, perhaps, Fuller Co-
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catholicoi goes back to ancient times. IS HowevaeYr mdvo~v.ement in the election of b~I~SOpO thde 
.' l't " th . , eCISlOns con '. s an 

or spmt~a I Y .r.e~al~ ~n e exc~uslve domain of the Colle cernm~ faIth, dogma, liturgy 
through co~clhanty ,I.e., collechve discernment and d " ge of ~lshops of the Church 

The laIty elects almost all clerical leaders in th ~clsl0n~makmg process.19 ' 

cant of which is they osition of the Catholicos, the su r:m~~~man Church, the most signifi
licos is elected for hfe, by secret ballot, by the N atiotfal E I ~d <;>f the Church.20 The Catho
legislative bo~y of the Arm~nian Church, made up of t~~_~~~~~hcal Assembly - ~he highest 
Armenian nahon and one-thIrd clergymen.21 The represe t f slay representahves of the 
by their respective communities.22 n a Ives to the Assembly are elected 

17. The Annenian Patriarchate of Jerusalem is the exception where the 0 d ' 'd b 
B h h d I h P , , r ame mem ers (monks) of the 

SI. James rot er 00 e ect t e atnarch and administer the affairs of the Patriarchate wI'thout I' I 
t . ~~~~ men, 

18. For an extensive and excellent discussion of this issue see Krikor MAKSOUDIAN Ch 1 G d' Th 
. {h C h t· {All A . ' , osen 0 o . I, e 

ElectIOn o. t e a~? ICO~ o. rmemans, New York, SI. Vartan Press, 1995. Nersoyan observers that "an exclu-
~ive~y c!encal adml!ll~tratI~m [IS] not condu~ive to spiritu~1 vitality in the Church", cf. TIran Archbishop NERSOYAN, 
Laity m the Administration of the Armeman Church," In Nerses VREJ NERSESSIAN, op. cit. (supra, n. 4), p. 266. 

19. It should be noted, however, that history records instances where secular rulers have intervened in the 
life of the Church and imposed "their own candidate for primacy over the territory of their sovereignty." Such 
instances go back as far as the 4th century, when, for example, Emperor Constant ius deposed elected Patriarch 
Paul and installed Eusebius of Nicomedia in his seat; or Emperor Honorius installing Boniface I on the throne of 
Rome. "Interference by kings and princes has been frequent in the Armenian Church" as well, "not only by domestic 
rulers but also by external powers, who had political influence or domination over the country." For example, in 
1220 Cilician princes blocked the election of a Catholicos arguing that there was no king on the throne and there
fore a Catholicos cannot be elected without a king's consent. Cf. NERSOYAN in Nerses VREJ NERSESSIAN, op. cit. 
(supra , n. 4), p. 215. . ' . . . . . .., 

20. The Catholicos is the chief admimstrator of relIgiOUS, spIrItual, ecclesIashcal and administrative matters 
and oversees the decision-making processes over dogmatic, liturgical. and. canoni~1 iss~es. Unlike a Patriarch :- for 
example, in the Orthodox Churches of Byzantine tradition - a Cat~olIcos IS ,!he Chief BI,sho~ and Head ?f a. natIOnal 
Church, whose authority is not necessarily confined to a geographlc~1 area. The ~atholicos IS t~e ec.cle.sla.sh~al h:~~ 
of a people," while a "Patriarch is an ecclesiastical head who occupies an apostolic see and cl~~s !unsdlctl.on ° d 
a geographical area. And, because the head of the Armenian Church h.as both of [these] qualificatIOns, he IS calle 
Patriarch-Catholicos " Cf NERSOYAN in Nerses VREJ NERSESSIAN, op. cll. (sup:a , n. 4), p. 271. b' h the 

. . . I h HIM on (chrism) consecrate IS ops, approve 
. The Catholicos has exclusive authonty to bess teo y u; t I 'the Middle Ages, the Catholicos 

electIon of diocesan prelates, discipline clergymen, and other relate mat ers. n 
also anointed the kings of Cilician Annenia. C . the National Ecclesiastical Assembly" 
. 21. The most recent official guidelines for ".Pr~cedures for o~~~n~~fied by Catholicos Gevorg VI of All 
IS the ?ne prepared by the 1945 r-:ational Eccleslashcal Asse~~ 1945 "Procedures" define the principle respon
~r~e,mans, who was elected CatholIcos by th~ same ASSemblY'iCOS of All Armenians; b) Election of the m~mb~rs 
slbdltIes of the Assembly as follows: a) ElectIOn of the Cathol . I ecclesiastical constitution; d) ExammatlOn 
of the Supreme Ecclesiastical Council; c) Establishment of thednah~lOnaf the church's financial affairs. It also speci-

d . . I' s· e) Stewar s Ip 0 . h Chi' an resolullon of ecclesiastical and canOlllca Issue, bl and the process by which teat 0 ICOS 
f· t .. on in the Assem y , I A .] les the categones and procedures for represe~ a ~ t upwbpG] [Journal o{ the Cathollcosate o{ Al rmemans 
should be elected. For further details, see Ejmwtsm. [~e-Jul 1945; August-October 1945, p. 17-18; November
January 1944, p. 3; October-December 1944, p. 1-6, Ju er Nlvember 1955, p. 9, 14-24, 40-67, 68-77. 
December 1945, p. 38-39; December 19~5, p. 9-15; .oc;o~ All Armenians was elected by an ~sse~~ly ~ade of 4~0 

22. For example in 1995 Cathohcos Karekln 0 ting over 8 5 million Armemans lIVing ill Armema, 
delegates from 32 countries (74 % lay and 26 % cler~y) , repres

en 
'd d by EJmiatsin.) In 1999, the same Assembly, 

Karabagh and around the world. (Th~ population flgu~~c~~ k~:~k~n II of All Armenians. For more details on the 
made of 455 delegates from 43 countnes, elect~d Cath? { the Armenian Church 5 (1&2), 1995 ~ p, 10-11. ~or ~ 
~?95 N.ational Ecclesiastical Assembly, see Wmdow hV~;m~INGIRlAN' "A New Beginning," Armeman InternatlOna 

ISCuSSlOn of the 1999 pontifical election, see Hratc 
MagaZine 10 (11), November 1999, p. 24-25. -
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h' I ment of the laity in the affairs of the Church has not been 
Nevertheless, t

f 
e t~~Oh v~ contributed to the politicisation of the Church and its rela

without troubles. In a~? I . a the Diaspora 2J A long-lasting division - which continues to 
. h'p with commumtIes III . . . 11 . N tIons I . ., . act on church communities in the Dlaspora, especIa y ill orth America _ 

have a d\Vls.lve1~1 h a Church Assembly decided to return the Catholicosate of All 
develo~ed In C.t. el;o Ejmiatsin its original place of foundation. 24 But the incumbent 
Armemans.fr~ 2';'~i~ Catholicos Grigor Moussapegiants (1439-1446), refused to accept 
of the s.e~ In flSt'h ICI11u'I'ch Assembly and travel to Ejmiatsin. Thus, the Assembly elected 
the declSlon 0 e hr ' E ' . t ' M . 
and installed Kirakos Virapetsi as the new cact 'I~ ~co~ IllS ' Jmlta' ls~~; IdouWssapeIglants and his 
successors perpe tuated the Catholicosate of I ICla ill IS un I vvor ar, when it was 

transferred to Lebanon in the 192~s. .' '. 
In 1921, following the genocIde of Arme~l~ns ill the ~ttoman Empire, the Cathohcos 

of Cilicia, along with his clergy and 13000.0 survlVlng Armemans, ~ere ~vac~~t~d from Cilicia 
b the French forces and brought to Syna and Lebanon. Armemans III ClhcIa had become 
tlie victims of a wave of massacres in Kemalist Turkey. Some 300 000 people lost their lives. 
The last Catholicos of Sis, Sahak II Khabayan (1902-1939), relocated and restored the Catho
licosate of Cilicia in Antelias, a suburb of Beirut, Lebanon in 1930.25 Since then cordial rela
tions were maintained between the Catholicosates of Ejmiatsin and Cilicia. They also 
participated in the elections of the Catholicoi of each respective See, through two represen
tatives - a practice that continues until today. 

However, at the height of the Cold War, the administrative schism between the Catho
licosate of Cilicia and Ejrniatsin took a political slant: the Catholicos in Ejmiatsin became 
known as "pro-Soviet" and the one in Antelias "anti-Soviet." In the late 1950s, the Cilician 
See, under the influence of a political party in the Diaspora, the Armenian Revolutionary 
Federation (ARF), stepped out of its historical area of influence and established "dissident" 
dioceses in the United States, Iran and Greece, thus putting the "division" in the church on 
diocesan and jurisdictional levels. 
. Cat~?l~cos Karekin I, the late incumbent of Ejmiatsin (1995-1999) and former Catho-

licos of CtiIcIa (1977-1995) explained this painful period in the life of the Church: 

"In ~956, t~ere were attempts by the Soviet state to control the See of Cilicia and to exploit it 
for Ideological propaganda; to that end, the Communists used the na~e and prestige of the 

23. The first division took pi . th 590 h . . 
elected a Catholicos for the ace mew en bishops of Armenia, by the order of Emperor Maunee, 
two decades later h P ~art of the country that was under Byzantine rule. However the church was reumted 
schismatic bishop ~e~l~re~r~? de~~ated the By~antines. Another long-lasting rival See d'eveloped in 1113 ~hen a 
province of Van The S b Imse the Cathohcos of the Armenian Church on the island of Aghtamar m the 

. ee ecame known a th Chi' .' I' t ended in 1895 when the incu b . ~ e at 0 Icosate of Akhtamar. However, the schismatIc Catho Icosa e 
ferred to the Patriarchate of mC ent dl~d Without a successor and the jurisdictional authority of the See was trans-

24 onstan tmople. 
. The Holy See was moved t CT' . . . . ' 

11th century. In 1292 it wa dO. Ilcia m 1116 as a result of Seljuk invasion of Armenia begmnmg m the 
b.lished there on the Shores ~f~~;~et~it~IS, the capital of Cilicia, as an Armenian Kingdom (1198-1~75) was est~
slon to transfer the Holy Se b k ~ra.nean . (Currently m South-Central Turkey the Adana regIOn.) The decI
already been conquered by t~ ~ tO

I 
EJmlatsm was due to the fact that the Arm~nian Kingdom of Cilicia had 

quarters of the Church in Cili~ia. arne uks of Egypt in 1375 and there was no plausible reason to keep the head-
h 25. The property was purchased f . 

tb ~re from 1922-1928. Eventually I rom the Amencan Near East Relief which run an Armenian orphan~ge 
UIldmgs we b 'l ' a arge cathedral a th I' . ' . . traUve f CT . re UI t, enhancing the . . , eo oglcal semmary a printing house and admmls 

~he I ICla received a number of chur:~sl(~n ~n~ functioning of the Catholic~sate The re-established Catholicos~t~ 
consent of the Catholicos of All A s m. e anon and Syria from the Armeni~n Patriarchate of Jerusalem, Wit 

rmefllans But 't . . d' . d Cyprus. . I S Juns IctIon extended only over Syria, Lebanon an . 
, 
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Mother See of Ejmiatsin. The Catholicosate of CT . 
priest, I defen~~d the admi.nistrative independe~~~I~fo~6~tSed those attempts, and, as a young 
Some commumtles of the dlaspora not wantl'ng t t See [ ... J. Faced with this confll'ct h b . , 0 s ay under th . . d' . , tical see t at was emg used by the Soviets to r t " e J~ns ICt\on of an eccIesias-cosate of Cilicia to be taken under its jurisdicti~no~ e pOiltical Objectives, asked the Catholi-. " . at was the case for Iran d G It was a httle different m America. During the Cold W b an reece. in particular after the odious assassination of the Ar a: etwee~ the two great powers, and a part of the Armenian community of America form~~man archbishop of New York in 1933, recognized by any of the patriarchal sees. But in 1957 th;n ~ton?mous prelacy that was not See of Cilicia."26 ' se men can communities joined the 

This highly politicised schism is the longest unresolved problem' th Ch h . . d" I fl" m e urc. Hopes to resolve the Juns IctlOna con Ict were raised when Karekin I was el t d Chi' . . A '1 1995 H '. ec e at 0 ICOS of AIl Armeman~ III . pn. . '. e was the flfSt C.athohcos of Cilicia to be elected Catholicos of AIl Armema~s m EJmlatsl~. Indeed, the enh~e process of his nomination and eventual election :-vas echpsed by the. Issue of churc? U?lty. Many t~o~gh~ - including the government ?f Illdepende~t Armema - that Kare.km I s move to EJmlatsm would bring a de facto unity III the Armeman Church. But that did not happen. In June 1995, Aram I was elected Catholicos of the Great House of Cilicia in Antelias. While both hierarchs considered church unity a most pressing national issue and pledged their commitment to resolve the longlasting problem, particularly in North America, the jurisdictional schism remains unresolved.27 The "self-absorption" of the Church hierarchy, inter-See disputes and disagreements, the lack of clarity of mission on the part of the official Church are compounded by a lack of learned understanding of who the "believers" in the Armenian Church are - the very community that ostensibly is the church, the ecclesia. 

Types of Armenian "believers" 

The relationship of the Church and her hierarchy with the adhe~ents (nominal or committed) of the Armenian Apostolic Church is one. of the least studied aspects of. the Armenian Church and religious life in contemporary hmes. A closer look at the relatlOn-

d E h New York St Vartan Press, p. 107. 26. Giovanni GUAITA, Between Heaven an. art.' . 'I the merging of the Sees of Ejmiatsin and . '. 27. Church unity in the Armenian ~hurch IS not likely t~ mV~::l the activities and mission of the CathoCllicla. The Catholicosate of Cilicia has eXisted for 700 years. Smce . ' t'on in dispersion. In the last 50 years, I· .. . ..' h h h' t ry of the Armeman na I G 'd lcosate of Cllicla have been mtertwmed Wit t e IS 0 'b d t the development of the post- enoci e the Catholicosate of Cilicia in Lebanon has significantly ~ontn u~e °h ndreds of clergymen, teachers, intellecDiaspora. It has graduated four Catholicoi from its theological semma?, ~ institution will dissolve any time soon tuals, and community leaders. It is difficult to imagine that such ana. IOJnarusatem and Istanbul. The Catholicosate . h t as thc ones m e h M'ddl E t or, as some circles suggest be demoted to a Patnarc a e, d . founding member of tel e as f C· . . '. . I movement an IS a . d term o Ihcla has also been very active m the ecumemca h r Aram I is serving hiS secon seven-year Council of Churches. The current incumbent of the See, Cat ~el~?~hurch udity" means going ?ack to the pre-1956 as the Moderator of the World Council of Churches. In 7~en. d'ction" included Lebanon, Syna, Cyprus and, ~?~e diocesan boundaries _ when Antelias's "historical ar~as 0 Jun!~ d namic relationship between the S.ees of C.llcla recently, the Arab states of the Gulf - and the forgmg ~f a n f tilicia and the Christian Churches m the Middle and Ejmiatsin. One of the maJ'or issues facing the Catholicosatedoother Arab countries. Already, due to the 17-Ybear Ea t . .' f om Lebanon an 00 000 f m the pre-war num er . s. IS the growing emigration of Chnstlans ~ been reduced to less than 1 ro CIVJ.\ War in Lebanon the Armenian commumty has 
of OVer 250 000. ' 



, H. TCHILINGIRIAN 

500 
. f the variety of perceptions of what the ~hurch is and does 

hip from the perspe~tlve. 0 b th the Church and the people who claim to belong to it 
S . ht mto 0 . "h' hi' 
provides a deeper mSlg . t es of "Armenian belIevers, w IC are, at east sociologi_ 

There are qualitatively dlffe~~nt th~ Church's relationship with her generally undefined flock. 

cally, significant to understan 109 . . 

. . urve (a wider research project) on the types of believers in the 

While a quantltatlv~ s iovided concrete figures, I would like to propose four ideal 

Armenian Church could ave )'tative research I have conducted in Armenia, Karabagh and 

types of believers based o'dn qU,at):pes29 of Armenian believers that represent a wide range of 

D· a 21l The four / . ea / . d' b ,. . b 
the Iaspor. d t ldl'llgS are' theist be levers, elS/ e levers, agnosflc elievers and 

. f: d J"gious un ers al . . 
beh~ s an . re ~ (1 should note that the latter two types may appear su?s~antIvely contra-

atheISt be!te~els, t 1 e the terms functionally to demonstrate the vanetIes.) These types 

dictory, in th!sllcodn!fe:ren~sfrom the one portrayed and understood by the Church hierarchy 

are substantia Y I Ie . h" f th "f 'thf I " Th f ' 
. d b a more simplistic and monolit IC VIew a e aI u . e our types 

which ten s to e 
could be described as follows: 

_ A theist believer is someone who believes in the exist~nce of God as creator of the 

. e who has revealed himself to mankind, through the BIble. S/he has a personal rela-
umvers , . h d' d' f h 
tionship with God. Jesus Christ, the Son of G?d, IS t e me Iator .an s~v~our 0 t. ose who 

abide his word. A theist believer participates In church or collective relIgIOus serVIces, (e.g. 

liturgy and/or Bible study or other prayer gatherings in homes). S/he is devoted to living a 

"Christian life" and considers "witnessing" an important part of living her/his faith. A theist 

believer is likely to be critical of the Church hierarchy and clergy for their "failure" to lead 

people to "salvation." 
- A deist believer is someone who believes in the existence of Divine Being or Power 

and has a rational approach to belief. S/he is not sure about Jesus Christ's divinity but 

respects him as a model human being or someone who has led a God-like life. S/he respects 

the Armenian Church and attends services occasionally, but is very critical of the clergy. S/he 

considers faith as a personal matter and does not like to be told by the church or other reli

gious groups what to believe or how to practice his/her faith. 

- An agnostic believer is someone who does not refute the existence of God or a 

Div~e ~ower but h~s a sceptical view of religion: S/he considers' belief in an ideology or a 

goal In life as very Important. While perhaps critical of the clergy, s/he respects the Arme-

28. The research is based on f Id k d' . . 
nities rn' the d' h Ie wor an Interviews In Armenia and Karabagh and over dozen commu-

laspora (suc as the US UK F ' 
Egypt, Thailand and Abkhazia I ..' ,ra~ce, the Netherlands, Bulgaria, Greece, Cyprus, Lebanon, UAE, 

from July to September 1995 ). d ~slted Armema for a total of four months between 1992 and 2003; Karabagh 

viewed government officials doc ant ugldu~t of 2003, and to various diaspora communities from 1995-2002. I inter~ 
. '. , ors so lers clergy tea h ' I" . k . 

CItIzens, dIaspora Armenians wo k" . A' . ' c ers, Journa IStS, Intellectuals, students, SOCIal wor ers, semor 

(mostly tape recorded) _ 27 in l/ng In 3~~ema and Karab~gh , community activists, and others. These interviews 

data for this paper. The interviews mema, In Karabagh, 56 In the Diaspora - provide the bulk of the qualitative 

~ork, field notes, and participant o~ere co~plemented by conversations with tens of other individuals during field

hierarchs, parish priests and lay peo sl~V:~lifns. I h~ve ~Iso drawn on my experience and interactions with church 

29. Ideal types as Max Web p d ' e workIng In the Armenian Church from 1987 to 1994. 

course f " er use It are both ab t d 
'b' . 0 actIon, but a normatively I'deal ' s ract an general. Ideal types "do not describe a concrete 

rndmg' on th Course assuming t' d . . . 
'th ' , e actors. They do not descr'b : d' . cer aIn en s and modes of normative onentatIOn as 

m
WI tIll WfhflCh an indefinite number of parltl'c

ea 
In In IVIdual Course of action, but a 'typical' one - a general rubric 

en s 0 act But th d ' u ar cases may b I 'f' d . 
involved" Cf'M ey 0, logically, involve a fix d I ' e c assl Ie . Ideal types contain no partIcular state-

Parsons 'La d ax W~BER, The Theory of Social a ed 
Ie alIon . between. the values of the various variable elements 

, n on, Collier Macmillan Publl'she 19
n64 conomlC Orgamzation edited with an introduction by Talcott 

rs, , p. 13ff. ' 
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nian Ch~rch a~ an ~mportant national institution that r 
nian natIOnal IdentIty throughout the centuries Th p heserve~ (and has preserved) Arme
be baptized and attend church services on maJ'or'h I·odug sceptIcal ~bout religion, slhe may 

. h' t I'k I . . 0 I ays or on specIal . behever, w 0 IS mos ley polItIcally and culturall r' occasIOns. An agnostic 
a defender of the Armenian Church and her natioJat

c I~e. III ~he ~rmenian community, is 
- An atheist believer is someone who does not brl~ e In. t e lIfe of the nation. 

I b . e leve III the existenc f G d other supernatura emg or power. Slhe has a "materialist" . ~ 0 0 or any 
others who disagree with hislher interpretation of the ph approach to relIgIOn but respects 
reliance, personal achievement and better future for soci:~o~~~on. Slhe believes in self
Church and considers it the sole representative of Armenian ~ar e r~Ptc~s the Armenia~ 
tions and history. Though not believing in God slhe may be bapti;~dnal' the leAS, cust.oms, tradl-

. 11 t d h h . ' n e rmeman Church 
and ma~ o~atlOna .y a ten r~ lurc se:~Ices as an expression of solidarity with the nation 
An atchhelst he ledvehr IS Im~s~ ley. a polIt~cally active person, a strong defender of the Arme~ 
nian urc an er egItImacy m the hfe of the nation. 

These varieties of "believers" are significant not only sociologically but have an . t 
h Ch h'" r I .." . . . ' Impac on t e urc s evange Ica . mISSIon. Prea~hmg to atheIsts or agnostIcs requires different 

approaches and methodolo~Ies than p~ea~hmg to theists, the already "converted." To my 
knowledg~, there are no rehable quantItatIve surveys on the subject among the Armenians 
to determme the number of adherents to each of the four categories mentioned above. 
~owever, a. study prepared by S:arl~s Vilar, based on the International Social Survey (Reli
gIOn), prOVIdes a useful approXlmatlOn.3o Based on this survey, we could put the combined 
numbers of theists and deists in Armenia at 49 %, agnostics 8 %, and atheists 13 %.31 Socio
logist Anny Bakalian suggests, based on her extensive study of the Armenian-American 
community, "that more people come to Armenian churches to attend secular activities than 
they do to worship or pray."32 In a 1985 survey of 344 Armenians in the United States, 50 % 
of the respondents "did not know that the Armenian Apostolic Church considers Jesus Christ 
to be truly God and truly Man" and 48 % did not understand the Badarak, the Divine 
Liturgy.33 Nearly 9 % of Armenian-Americans in Bakalian's survey belonged to "no reli
gion." Highly rated reasons for "attending the Armenian Church" by respondents belonging 
to the Armenian Apostolic Church were: "Enjoy singing" (86.1 %) and "Teach my children 
about Armenians" (85.5 % ).34 More telling, 65 % of the respondents in the "Armenia 2020" 
survey said that "baptism and church-going are not essential for being a Christian."35 

30. I say "approximation" because his categories are based on the definitions he uses for his survey results. 
The questionnaire was administrated in countries around the world. 

31. See <http://religionstatistics.bravehost.comlstatofrel1.htm> (30 Ap~il. 2004): "Adhesion, Believers a~d 
Beliefs" by Carles Vilar; extracted from the International Social Survey (ReligIOn), 1991.. ISSP, 1994: The Family 
and Changing Gender Roles II. Extract of the World Values Surv~y '.97. G~llup InternatIOnal 97. Poll by Roger 
Russell Research, Szonda Ipsos, Pent or, Latvian Facts, and other Institutes In 1991-93. Extract of the Eurobaro
meter 42 (1994); ICPSR #6518. Extract from the book H~lman ~alll.es and Beliefs: A Cross-Cultural Sourcebook. 
Political, Religious, Sexual and Economic Norms in 43 Socletles: Findings (rom the I~90-93 World Values Survey, by 
Ronald INGLEHART Miguel BASANEZ & Alejandro MORENO (The Umver51ty of Michigan Press, 1998). ICPSR #2790 
(World Values Sur~ey and European Values Survey 1995 - 1998). ZA #3190 (International Social Survey Program, 
Religion 1998). . .. . 

32. Anny BAKALIAN, Armenian-Americans. From Being to Feeling Armeman, New Brunswick & London, 
Transaction Publishers, 1993, p. 108. . . 

33. Ibid., p. 110. 
34. Ibid., p. 107. 
35. Armenia 2020, op. cit. (supra, n. 11), p. 3. 
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D 't these qualitative differences among the four ideal types of "believers" the 
espi e " h' h'd . re . h I shared "meaning system, w IC provi es a common pomt of reference t 

IS nevert e ess, a . Id b 1 1 11 d "A . l' . 0 .' I II t of "believers" ThIS cou e oose y ca e rmeman re IglOn." VIrtual y a ypes . 

An Armenian "meaning system" 

Unlike the discourse promoted by the Chur~h and it~ ~ier~rchy, not all Armenians 
n understanding of the role and funchon of rehglOn m general and the Arme have a commo .' . ( . -

nian Church in particular. There IS a wld~ r.angGe .of perhceptIOns. eh~en contradIctory) of what 
I· , . to the individual or the collechvIty. Iven t e anomIC Istory of Armenians 36 one 

re IgIOn IS • A ." r' . " d h . . . ' of the sociological challenges of.s~udymg .r~en!an re 19IOSIty an" c urc~-affIhatIon is the 
virtual undifferentiation of rehgIOn ~C:hnstIamty) an? cul~ure ~ Armemanness") in the 
construction of Armenian identity. ~ehgIOn,. cultur~, ?atI~nal.Ide?tIty, and coll~ctive .memory 
converge into what coul~ ~e ~alle.d Armeman RelIgIOn! .WhlCh IS v~ry eclectic. ~lle based 
on the teachings of Chnshamty, It does not have the ngid dogmatIsm of a typIcally Chris
tian church. It incorporates extra-church rituals, superstitions, myths, popular beliefs, cultural 
and social traditions, and other pietistic forms of religiosity. "Armenian religion" is a fusion 
of beliefs, language, land and history. As such, religion - and by extension the Church - is 
viewed as a source of affirmation and validation of Armenian collective identity - regard
less of the personal views of individuals. 

This constructed understanding of religion is passed down to generations through two 
main social institutions: the family and the church. Indeed, despite the upheavals in the past 
(even the present) in Armenian collective life, there is a certain stability in these institutions 
that have served and continue to serve as a buffer between what is considered "sacred" in 
life and what is "profane," between "order" and "chaos." The family and the church are parti
cularly significant institutions in maintaining the "plausibility structures" for the Armenian's 
"universe of meaning."37 Through the family and the church, the particular worldview of the 
Armenian is legitimated by socialising the individual in and through the collective memory 
that transfigures current reality and locates it in the historically constructed world of their 
ancestors - a shared world that is "the real world known and knowable" by Armenians.38 As 
such, w.e could propose that "Armenian religion" is primarily an "Armenian meaning system" 
- th~t IS, a p~r! of a constructed Armenian collective reality - which is not r~ducible to a 
par.hcular rehgIOUs creed or ideology. Religion for most Armenians is not a coherent set of 
be~I~fs o~ ~ogmas and practices, but an eclectic phenomenon. For Armenians, like the Jews, 
reh.glOn IS mcorporated into their national ethos.39 Here, a brief discussion of some of the 
mam components of this "meaning system" would provide further insight. 

36 Here I use th t . '1 h' h 
th . . . e erm anomlc to mean the breakdown of social standards caused by turmOl, W Ie 

rea ten SOCIal coheSIOn. 

1966. 37. Cf. Peter BERGER, Thomas LucKMANN, The Social Construction of Reality, London, Penguin Books, 

38. Cf. Emile DURKHEIM T,h El D • • • Y, k and 
Lond Th F 

' e ementary I"orms of ReligIOUS LiFe trans Karen E Fields New or on, e ree Press, 1995. J' , . • , 

eVidenc!9~fFtohr de~ample, ~t~nographic studies of Karabagh society from the late 19th century provide ample 
e Iverse religiOUS practic . K b h . . , S f instance, Yervant LALAYAN C II d es III ara ag - many of whIch are still practised today. ee, o~ C 

Annenian). ,0 ecte Works, Vol. 2, 1983 and Vol. 3, 1988, Yerevan, Armenian Academy of SCiences ill 
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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 ~nmarily through the 
and funerals a!e a~ong 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 ~rc or a special 

of baptism, on a birthday or to honor a special guest a e ~ccaslOn 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 rec~iving the life-~ivi~g comm~nd~ 
m~nts 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 purpos~ of the rna ~g, 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 retur~, he wor,ked 
as a fn, ~rmema. He studied in Antioch, where he learned Greek, Y monk and was eventually ordamed a pnest. 
Mas~t erk .m the Royal Court. In 394, he left the pala~e and beca~e 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. ' 
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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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