Ecumenical Relations between the


Armenian Orthodox and Catholic Churches








	Three hundred years ago, Mekhitar Sepastatsi redirected a movement for unity with the Latin Church.  This redirection ultimately culminated in the establishment of a separated church of Armenians (i.e. The Armenian Catholic Church).  This movement for unity with the Latin Church had existed centuries ago, from the time of the Cilician Kingdom and even back to the centuries following the Council of Chalcedon, yet it had always remained within the one Armenian Church.  It was redirected though when it broke Communion with the rest of the Armenian Church and set up a Church in communion with Rome, independent of Etchmiadzin.  Intending to be Armenian Orthodox united with Rome, they became Armenians separated from their Mother Churches in Etchmiadzin and Sis.  They united rather with Roman Catholics and other Eastern Catholics who acknowledged a universal primacy of the Bishop of Rome.


	Far from establishing a proper union of ancient “Sister Churches” these faithful did have the noble intention of reuniting the ancient Churches which comprise the one catholic and apostolic holy Church.  As Pope John Paul II stated, these “attempts in the past [towards unity] had their limits, deriving from the mentality of the times and the very understanding of the truths about the Church” (Orientale Lumen, 20).  The results of these limited and partial unions with the West had the unhappy result of making new schisms between those who united with Rome who thereby went into schism with their own Orthodox Mother Churches.  This, in turn, provoked bitter resentment of the West by the East.


	So far, this is history.  The question which is important now is, “Have we (Orthodox and Catholics) learned anything in these last 300 years?”  It is manifest by the several important joint statements between Rome and Etchmiadzin that we have indeed learned much.  We have learned that our respective Christologies are much closer than many had been willing to admit since the time of the Council of Chalcedon.  We have learned that the Armenian Church has never denied the true humanity of Christ (as is erroneously stated even today by some Catholic writers).  We have also learned that the Latin Church never really espoused Nestorianism (of which they were accused by some of us Oriental Orthodox).  We have learned that the Orthodoxy of both of our Church’s Christologies can be manifested in a single joint statement as was done, for example, by H.H. Pope John Paul II and H.H. Catholicos Karekin I (both of blessed memory).  In fact, this statement between the two hierarchs can very well be seen as settling the 1500 year old dissension between these ancient Churches on Christology.


	We have also learned that both Churches are a part of the one true Church of God.  As Pope John Paul II and Karekin II affirmed in their Communique, 





“We continue to pray for full and visible communion between us. The liturgical celebration we preside over together, the sign of peace we exchange and the blessing we give together in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, testify that we are brothers in the episcopacy. Together we are jointly responsible for what is our common mission: to teach the apostolic faith and to witness to the love of Christ for all human beings, especially those living in difficult circumstances.”





In the same Communique, the same two Pontiff’s affirmed what we could further learn from one another,





“For the Armenian Church, the vast resources of Catholic learning can become a treasure and source of inspiration, through the exchange of scholars and students, through common translations and academic initiatives, through different forms of theological dialogue.  Likewise, for the Catholic Church, the steadfast, patient faith of a martyred nation like Armenia can become a source of spiritual strength, particularly through common prayer. It is our firm desire to see these many forms of mutual exchange and rapprochement between us improved and intensified.”





	Now we come to the question, “What can Armenian Orthodox and Armenian Catholics learn from one another?”  We must ask this question in order to begin to heal the schism between us in hopes of one day reuniting into the one Church we once were.  It is my conviction that both Churches have remained true to the essentials of the authentic Tradition received by the Armenian Church.  The fact that we confess the identical Creed or Symbol of Faith (which itself is a result of ecumenical progress on behalf of the Catholics) is a sign of the profound theological agreement between us.  Yet it must be admitted by both sides that both Churches have neglected some aspects of the authentic Armenian Church Tradition.  By studying these and engaging in a true “mutual exchange” (as the above mentioned Patriarchs called for), perhaps we could gain much to speed us along the road to unity.


	For instance, let us consider the practice of infant communion.  Armenian Orthodox have remained faithful to our authentic Tradition (which all Eastern Churches practice) of administering Holy Communion to infants immediately following their Baptism and Chrismation.  From the time they are “born again” in Holy Baptism, receive the Heavenly Spirit in Chrismation, children are fed with the Body and Blood of Christ.  Armenian Catholics, have undergone latinization on this issue adopting the practice of delaying the child’s first Communion until the “age of reason.”  Yet, Rome itself has encouraged all Eastern Catholics to recover their lost Tradition of Infant Communion:  Thus a Vatican document states:





“Finally, the administration of the Divine Eucharist to infant neophytes is not limited to only the moment of the celebration of Initiation. Eucharist is the Bread of life, and infants need to be nourished constantly, from then on, to grow spiritually. The method of their participation in the Eucharist corresponds to their capacity: they will initially be different from the adults, inevitably less aware and not very rational, but they will progressively develop, through the grace and pedagogy of the sacrament, to grow until "mature manhood to the extent of the full stature of Christ" (cf. Eph. 4:13). The sacrament is always a gift which operates efficiently, in different ways just as every person is different. Special celebrations which correspond to the various steps of human growth can possibly be of some use for the pedagogy of the faith and to accompany specifically the indispensable catechesis of children and young people, but it must be clear that the initiation into the Mystery of Christ is totally complete upon receiving the first three sacraments.” (Instruction for Applying the Liturgical Prescriptions of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches, 51).





Thus, it is apparent that Armenian Catholics can learn from the Armenian Orthodox the preservation of this ancient, holy practice.  We invite them to join us in making it their own practice.


	Secondly, the tradition and veneration of Soorp Tateos (St. Thaddaeus) and Soorp Partoogheemeos (St. Bartholomew) has been lost to a great extent by Armenian Catholics.  Perhaps this is a result of  a fear on their part that such recognition of Apostolic origins would serve to legitimatize the division between the Armenian and Latin Churches.  Yet such an eccesiology does not necessarily follow.  After all Soorp Tateos and Partoogheemeos were in full communion with Soorp Bedros (St. Peter).  The fact is, the Armenian Divine Liturgy confesses them to be our “first enlighteners” and the law of prayer is the law of faith (lex orandi, lex credendi).  Not only this, our Armenian Liturgical Calendar has canonized them as patrons of the Armenian Church.  Thus to neglect their veneration is to neglect the authentic tradition of the Armenian Church.  This needs to be corrected by many in the Armenian Catholic Church.


	On the other hand, one aspect of the Armenian Church Tradition which we Armenian Orthodox have neglected, that Armenian Catholics have kept a lively awareness of, is the recognition that Church of God should be in full unity.  The Primacy of the See of Rome has always been acknowledged by the Christian East.  This is not to say that Armenian Catholics have been entirely faithful to this Canonical Tradition either.  The idea that, “the Roman Pontiff, by reason of his office as Vicar of Christ, and as pastor of the entire Church has full, supreme, and universal power over the whole Church, a power which he can always exercise unhindered (Catechism of the Catholic Church #882)” is certainly not the Tradition maintained by the historic Armenian Church.  It is rather an exaggerated form of Roman Primacy.  But, by the same token, neither is the idea that Rome has no primacy at all, as maintained by some Armenian Orthodox today (for a balanced Orthodox view on Roman Primacy, see “You Are Peter” by Olivier Clement).  There has always been a recognition of Roman Primacy which is maintained even in Armenian Church Canons.  For example, the great Archbishop Tiran Nersoyan writes:





“It is noteworthy that the canons of the Council of Sardica, which was generally accepted in the sixth century, have been included in the Armenian Liber Canonum in the eighth century.  The 4th canon of this council recognizes the Bishop of Rome, ‘in honor of the memory of Peter the Apostle’, as the last court of appeal of bishops deposed by a provincial council” (Armenian Church Historical Studies, p.206).





There have also been many Catholicoi over the centuries who have acknowledged this Primacy of the Roman Church, manifesting they were certainly aware of this Canonical Tradition.  It was this Armenian Church Tradition which Armenian Catholics sought to uphold when they broke with Etchmiadzin to unite with the Church of Rome.


	What this Primacy entails today is something that needs to be discussed and agreed upon by the ancient, venerable Churches.  Rome itself has suggested that a return to its application of Primacy in the first millennia could serve as an inspiration to the modern day re-application of Roman Primacy.  This is a real possibility for agreement between the ancient Churches.  But to deny any Primacy at all to Rome, as some of us Orthodox are doing, is a departure from our own authentic Church Tradition.  (See also, my essay “Principles of Primacy in the Orthodox Church”).


	Another part of authentic Armenian Church Tradition that has been neglected or totally lost by Armenian Orthodox is the practice of individual confession as opposed to the communal form in use today.  A rite of individual confession does exist in the Armenian Orthodox Church but has fallen into disuse.  The Armenian Catholics have maintained the individual aspect of this “Medz Khorhoort” (Great Mystery or Sacrament), as it is strongly encouraged to be practiced by our great Eastern Church Fathers.  Yet, the Armenian Catholics use an Armenian translation of the Roman rite of Confession rather than that of the Armenian rite.  Also, in many Armenian Catholic parishes, it is only available around the time of the Great Fast (Medz Bahk), so it is greatly neglected among them as well.  Both Churches could use some reform on this issue of individual Confession:  We Orthodox could benefit from reviving the lost practice and Catholics could benefit by restoring the proper Armenian rite.


	Liturgical deviations like the lack of the traditional kiss of peace which has great significance in the Divine Liturgy has been lost by many Armenian Catholics.  Ignoring the priest‘s instructions in the text of the Divine Liturgy to “greet one another with a holy kiss...” currently many of them use some form of hand greeting to communicate a sign of peace.  This is a sad departure because the kiss of peace is something that has been practiced since apostolic times and which we Armenian Orthodox maintain to this day.  These same Catholics have also lost the traditional greeting when giving the kiss of peace, “Kreesdos ee mech mer haydnetsav” (Christ is revealed amongst us) and the response “Ornyal eh Haydnootyoon Kreesdosee” (Blessed is the revelation of Christ).  These, and other liturgical variations by Armenian Catholics, should be corrected in order to celebrate the Divine Liturgy in its full meaning and beauty.


	A corollary to this is the need for Armenian Catholics to reform their liturgical calendar to some extent.  Currently they have conformed their calendar to be in accord with the Latins and Byzantines in regards to the feast of the Nativity of our Lord.  Yet it is the distinct privilege of Armenian Church Tradition that we are the sole Church which maintains the ancient practice of celebrating the Birth and Baptism of our Lord on the very same day (January 6th).  There is no reason for us to be divided over this issue, nor is there any reason for Armenian Catholics to deviate from the traditional observance of our Lord’s Holy Nativity and Theophany.  If the Vatican once forced them to adopt this date, it is doing so no more.


	One correction that Armenian Catholics have made in the Divine Liturgy that we Orthodox could learn from is the elimination of the practice of kneeling during the Liturgy.  This practice was picked up from the Latins in the middle ages and thus found its way into the Armenian Liturgy.  The true Armenian and Eastern practice is to refrain from kneeling on Sundays as is commanded by the Council of Nicea, the first Ecumenical Council.





“Canon 20. Forasmuch as there are certain persons who kneel on the Lord's Day and in the days of Pentecost, therefore, to the intent that all things may be uniformly observed everywhere (in every parish), it seems good to the holy Synod that prayer be made to God standing.”





The Eastern Tradition is to stand when praying during the Sunday Badarak or Liturgy.  When one is unable to stand, they may sit.  Kneeling on Sundays, again, is a Latin practice.  We Armenian Orthodox should consider returning to our authentic Eastern Tradition and stop the practice of kneeling on the Lord’s Day.


	Speaking of removing latinizations, both Armenian Churches could take a couple of bold steps to further become more in harmony with our sister Eastern Orthodox Churches.  For instance, the practice of our bishops wearing the Latin miters and using shepherd crooks could be abandoned in favor of our original practice.  These were lost as a result of latinization during the era of the Crusades.  Thus our bishops gave their crowns to our vartabeds and priests who, as a result, now look like the bishops of other Eastern Churches.  No other Eastern Church has gone so far in adopting Latin vestments as we.


	Another recent innovation adopted by both Orthodox and Catholics in the last couple of centuries is the use of Church organs during the Divine Liturgy.  Many early Fathers of the Church spoke against the use of musical instruments in the Divine Liturgy.  Our Tradition going back to the days of the great Fathers of the Church was to perform the Badarak or Divine Liturgy a cappella.  Our Sharagans (ancient Armenian Hymns) and Liturgical chants were all designed for a cappella performance and sound quite natural this way.  Thus they have no need of instrumentation.  Many times the organ over-powers the singing in the Liturgy.  The few times I’ve been to a Badarak when the parish’s organ has been unusable has resulted in a powerful and strikingly beautiful celebration of the Badarak.  This would put us, once again, back in harmony with the other oriental Churches and more importantly with our own historic practice.


	Another example of a modern day latinization of the Armenian Catholic Church is the loss by most Armenian Catholics of the beautiful tradition of women’s headcoverings.  This is a canonical part of our Church’s practice that was thrown out the window by Armenian Catholics when in recent times the Latins discarded their ancient practice as well.  Yet this is an ancient and venerable tradition going back to the times of the Apostles which was even taught by the Apostles themselves.  (For a discussion of this see my article “The Pius Tradition of Women Headcovering”).  Armenian Catholics, sadly, have also neglected our Tradition of having the minor orders.


	On a more important note, I must make mention a moral issue that has been neglected more or less in both of our Churches.  This is abortion.  All the Orthodox Churches are -and always have been- clearly opposed to abortion, the deliberate murder of unborn children.  This is manifested in the Scriptures, our Canons and in the clear teaching of the Holy Fathers.  Yet we rarely hear our hierarchy make any strong statements against this great evil.  Although I’m happy to report our Orthodox parish has recently had a conference on Christian Ethics which clearly spoke against the evil of abortion.  Yet, it must be admitted that the Church of Rome is clearly a moral leader amongst the ancient Churches on this issue and has stated in clear and strong terms the great injustice of killing unborn children in the “Culture of Death” which surround us.  All Armenian Christians are united with Rome and the other Orthodox Churches which teach against abortion.  Yet this teaching is not addressed very often from the pulpits.  The faithful can not know the truth if they are not taught it by their pastors.  This is something that all the historic Churches of Christ must speak with one voice on, because our Tradition is one and the same.


	Another issue which is a corollary to that of abortion is the issue of artificial contraception.  I know many of the faithful in both Churches have been accustomed to thinking that this is a perfectly moral act.  Therefore it is shocking to them that someone would raise any objection.  The official stance of the Catholic Church and the Armenian Catholic Church is the rejection of all artificial contraception as being immoral and incompatible with the Christian life.  An objective look at the historic Christian teaching and Tradition on this makes a strong case against contraception as having always been viewed at least as regrettable if not morally unacceptable (cf. my treatise “Is Contraception Orthodox”).


	Now, it is obvious that the faithful who have come to the wholesale embracement of the “contraceptive mentality” due to lack of catechetical instruction will at first have great difficulty even listening to such a teaching.  It is indeed potentially a great stumbling block.  Pastoral prudence is, of course, needed.  But this admission of difficulty must not legitimize or lead to a shrinking away from addressing the issue.  Courage coupled with prudence is needed for our pastors to speak on this topic and make apparent the truth that a generous openess to children is the call of our Holy Faith.  We Armenian Orthodox should be willing to take a deeper look at this topic out of a sincere desire to remain faithful to the historic Christian Tradition and Orthodox Faith of our own Church.


	To conclude, these are meant to be thought-provoking ideas meant to promote further dialogue between Armenian Orthodox and Catholics.  The Assyrian Church of the East and the Chaldean Catholic Church are taking heroic steps in order to re-establish full communion between them, including allowing Communion between them in many circumstances.  The same can be said of the Antiochian Orthodox Church and the Melkite Greek Catholic Church who are pooling resources and even producing common catechisms in the Near East.  Happily, a limited communion between the Latin and Armenian Churches is now allowed in many circumstances.  The essentials of the faith we already share, let us continue to share with one another in order to build one another up in the faith so that we may one day fulfill the prayer of our Lord before He went to His voluntary passion:





“The glory which Thou hast given Me I have given to them, that they may be one even as We are one, I in them and Thou in Me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that Thou hast sent Me and hast loved them even as Thou hast loved Me” (St. John 17:22-23).





	The logic of this prayer is perfectly clear:  the world will only believe if we, the members of Christ’s one true Church, are one.  No wonder so many false religions are making such progress in the world!  Inasmuch as we support and contribute to the division among the ancient Apostolic, Orthodox and Catholic Churches, we -in a sense- compromise the Gospel message which our Lord sealed in His precious blood.


	Armenians have a history of being forerunners and bridge builders among the other ancient Churches (e.g. we were the first Christian Nation in AD 301, later in the middle ages, St. Nersess the Graceful reached out to both the Latin and Greek Churches in a quest for restored unity, etc.).  May God grant us the grace to continue the roles of “forerunner” and “bridgebuilder” by becoming the first Church to re-establish unity with our separated Catholic brethren.





In Christ’s Light,


Wm. Der-Ghazarian 


July 20th, 2002


revised (Dec. 7, 2003)





Appendix:  Prayer of their Holiness’s Pope John Paul II and Catholicos Karekin II:





We seek the intercession of the Apostles Peter and Paul, Thaddaeus and�Bartholomew, of Saint Gregory the Illuminator and all Saintly Pastors of�the Catholic Church and the Armenian Church, and pray the Lord to guide�our communities so that, with one voice, we may give witness to the Lord�and proclaim the truth of salvation. ��We also pray that around the world, wherever members of the Armenian and�the Catholic Church live side by side, all ordained ministers, religious�and faithful will "help to carry one another’s burdens, and in this way�obey the law of Christ" (Gal 6: 2). May they mutually sustain and assist�one another, in full respect of their particular identities and�ecclesiastical traditions, avoiding to prevail one over another: "so�then, as often as we have the chance, we should do good to everyone, and�especially to those who belong to our family in the faith" (Gal 6:10). 


