On the Use of Classical Armenian


(Kurapar / Crapar)





	I understand the frustration of some over this issue, especially if we consider one of the hallmarks of Orthodox Christianity is that it has always put the faith into the language of the people to which that faith is being communicated to (e.g. Sts. Sahag & Mesrob).  Not even the Vehapar, I dare say, would deny this point.  Therefore I think it is important that we don't misunderstand His Holiness' intentions for preserving classical Armenian in the Divine Liturgy.  Actually I don't know what exactly His Holiness’ reasons are, but I can speculate on what some of them might be.  Obviously Vehapar feels there are important advantages to preserving classical Armenian in the Divine Liturgy.  I doubt he thinks anything so ridiculous as, "God is most pleased when we pray in Armenian" as someone suggested.


	I think His Holiness may be considering the unitive aspect of retaining classical Armenian.  Just think, Armenians all over the world, despite their homelands' native language, when they come together on the Lord's day, all pray in exactly the same tongue.  This means you and I can go to any Armenian community throughout the Diaspora (or even to Holy Etchmiadzeen) and be able to pray with our brethren there.  This is something which would obviously be lost if we all switched to using our host country's languages.  The fact that Bible readings and other aspects of Church life are done in the language of the people is a sign that the faith is allowed to be communicated in a way we can all easily understand.  But in the Soorp Badarak Armenians from all over the world can pray together.  This is something our brethren of the Latin Church have recently lost and they may never again regain it.  All of Europe used to benefit from the unifying use of Latin in their Holy Mass.  All of European Christendom could pray in one tongue.


	There is also the very important point about the usefulness of dead languages for theological exactness.  Remember, "lex orandi lex credendi:  the law of prayer is the law of faith."  As Orthodox, what we pray is what we believe.  The liturgy is not just a bunch of nice, poetic prayers but it is actually the primary way we transmit our Orthodox Faith.  It is a very delicate thing to make translations into living languages the ancient prayers of our faith.  We must constantly refer back to dead languages because they are fixed and unchanging.  To elaborate, please allow me to share something I recently wrote relating to this topic.


	The reason the ancient Churches all use dead languages may be explained as follows:  It was explained to me that unlike our “living” languages, the words in these dead languages were fixed and unchanging.  Utilizing a dead language became a useful tool of the Church to ensure theological precision of doctrine.  There are many examples in the historic “King James Version” of the Bible (popular among English speaking Protestant Christians), of how words lose their original meaning over time.  For example, in the KJV Psalms it states:  “..in the morning my prayer prevent Thee (Ps 88:13).”�  When this translation was made, the word “prevent” meant to “go before.”  So in essence the psalmist is saying, “in the morning my prayers go before Thee.”  Yet in today’s understanding of English, the KJV has the psalmist saying that in the morning his prayers stop God!  This example might not seem like an important point but the problem compounds as years go by and the living languages continue to evolve.


	More important words like “worship,” “pray” and “adore” have also changed their meaning in the last century or so.  “Worship” used to simply mean “honor.”   It could be used in reference to anyone worthy of honor.  Many Catholic books of the 19th century can be found making reference to the “worship of the saints.”  Today, this sounds like a reference to polytheism because most understand “worship” to be something reserved for God alone rather than simply a form of honor.  Yet the phrase simply meant:  the veneration of the saints.  Another example is the word “pray.”  Originally it meant to ask something of someone.  The older editions of the Scriptures often use the phrase, “I pray thee” as a request from one person to another.�  This in fact is the origin of the practice and doctrine of “praying to the Saints.”  It means asking intercession of the saints.  Yet thanks to the influence of Protestantism, the word “pray” has changed its meaning from “asking” to now mean a religious act reserved for God alone.  It is now common to hear even Orthodox Christians say ridiculous things like “I don’t pray to saints but to God alone.”  Yet any Orthodox Christian educated in his faith would know that the practice of invoking the intercession of the saints is as old as Christianity itself and enshrined in the Church’s own Divine Services.  Finally we can consider the word “adore.”  Originally “adoration” was the word which denoted the honor and worship reserved for God alone.  Now the word is used interchangeably with the word “cute.”  A child or even one’s puppy can now be adorable!  Yet if we look at the dead language of Latin, the word “adoramus” retains its original meaning, “the act of religion by which God is recognized as alone worthy of supreme honor because he is infinitely perfect, has supreme dominion over humans, and the right to human total dependence on the Creator.”�


	Many other words like “priest,” which comes from the Greek “presbueteros,” due to Protestant influence on the English language, have nearly lost their original meaning to most people.  Hence the importance of the ancient Churches of retaining the use of dead languages.  By so doing, theological and ecclesiastical words retain their original meaning and are not subject to change every few generations.  Such is an expedient way for the historic Churches to maintain the same historic faith, which was given them from the Apostles of Christ, in all purity.


	So, while I agree with the point that the faith must be made intelligible to the faithful, I think this can be done while continuing to use our classical languages in the Divine Liturgy.  And I am saying this as one who still has a very limited knowledge of Armenian (classical or modern).  Yet I can follow the Soorp Badarak in its entirety with no problem.  In fact, seldom do I come away from a Soorp Badarak without being greatly inspired by the liturgical texts available in English and being deeply impacted by the rich theology imbedded therein.  Just today there were four such moments of rapture (which I usually make note of to share with my family on our drive home).


	But one thing I do get disappointed about is when we conduct extra services or propers for the day and do not offer any English translation of them.  If the Church is going to persist in using a language we do not speak, she should do her utmost to ensure that there is at least an explanation or translation of what is being prayed.  Otherwise the often repeated reference to our offering of "intelligible (or reasonable) worship" in the Divine Liturgy becomes a falsehood if in fact the texts are unintelligible.  As mentioned above:  "lex orandi. lex credendi":  The law of prayer is the law of faith.  We pray what we believe.  But how can we believe what we "hear" if it is stated in a tongue with no interpretation?  In that case it is better if to keep silent (1 Cor. 14:5-19).  Thankfully the far majority of the Divine Liturgy and liturgical texts are intelligible through translations which we can use to join our spirits together in worship of the All Holy Trinity. 





On the Feast of the Holy Translators, 2005


Sdn. Lazarus Der-Ghazarian





� It should be noted that the numbering of the Psalms in Bibles produced by Protestants are not in accord with the historic Christian usage.  Thus Psalm 88 in the KJV is actually Psalm 87 in the historic Greek Septuagint, Latin Vulgate, Syriac and Armenian Versions.


� E.g., see in the King James Version:  St. Mark 5:23, St. Luke 14:18, etc.


� Modern Catholic Dictionary, John A. Hardon, S.J.








