ANTELIAS BELIEVES IN SERVICE, NOT IN SLOGANS

In recent months I have seen a series of editorials and articles in Armenian-American press about the Armenian Catholicosate of Cilicia which are disturbing because of their mean-spirited tone and blatant inaccuracy.

Normally I would not respond to such irresponsible “yellow” journalism. As a matter of fact, Antelias is used to such unfounded, inaccurate, and biased reports. However, as a clergyman who is well informed about the history and the current activities of the Holy See of Cilicia, in the interest of truth I must present the following facts and observations for the benefit of your readers.

1. It has been written that by visiting the Vatican, Moscow and the Far East, His Holiness Aram I, the Catholicos of Cilicia, has been deliberately following in the footsteps of His Holiness Karekin I, the Catholicos of All Armenians. What an ignorant accusation! Nobody has the right to make such biased interpretations based on sheer assumption.

In fact, the dates of the visits of the two Catholicoi were arranged a long time ago by Vatican authorities. The two Catholicoi agreed on the dates and the timing of the visits.

Furthermore, His Holiness Aram I received a letter of invitation from His Holiness Alexei II, the Patriarch of Russia, two months after his election and consecration as Catholicos of Cilicia. The date of this visit, too, was not arranged by His Holiness but by the Russian Patriarchate.

Meanwhile, the recent visit of His Holiness Catholicos Aram I to Hong Kong, South Korea and Japan were exclusively ecumenical visits made in his capacity as Moderator of the World Council of Churches (WCC). These visits were planned almost one year ago.

I fail to comprehend how any reasonable person can question or find fault with any of these visits. Are these individuals claiming that once Catholicos Karekin visits a country or an area, it thereafter becomes off-limits to the Catholicos of Cilicia? Just recently we read that His Holiness Aram I has received an invitation from the French government to visit France and meet with state officials. Should he decline this invitation because a few individuals and circles do not like the idea of the Catholicos of Cilicia meeting with state and church authorities? Again, recently, we read that the Russian Patriarch will pay an official visit to Catholicos Aram I and will be his gust for three days in Antelias. Should Vehapar tell the Patriarch not to come to Antelias, again, because a few people and circles are not happy about it? What a foolish mentality!

As Catholicos of Cilicia [then Karekin II], His Holiness Karekin I did excellent work in giving high visibility to the public image and ecumenical status of the Catholicosate of Cilicia. His Holiness Aram I is doing exactly the same thing in continuing this worthy task. When we follow the ecumenical visitations of His Holiness Aram I we will certainly realize that pan-Armenian concerns and objectives – such as Armenia, Karabagh, the Armenian Cause, the recognition of the Armenian Genocide, the 1700th anniversary of Christianization of Armenia, etc. –– merit priority on his agenda. The See of Cilicia’s main concern has always been the health and welfare of our church and nation. The See’s exemplary service is well documented, and while the See of Cilicia is not looking for special recognition of this fact, its service to our church, our people, and our homeland should not be diminished or distorted.

2. Some articles concerning the “oneness” of the Armenian Church have also appeared recently in the press. The writers of these articles should take care in what they say, for the sake of historical accuracy. The Armenian Church is one. Yes, there are two Catholicosates, but the existence of two Catholicosates must not be confused with the oneness of the Church. There has never been a dispute about this between the two Catholicosates.

Yes, there remain some difficulties of a jurisdictional nature, but these should not be interpreted and presented in such way as to break the oneness and the basic unity of the Church. This has never been the case, and should never be allowed to be so.

Those who follow the statements and interviews of His Holiness Aram I will clearly discern the distinction he constantly and consistently makes (as Karekin I did previously) between the unshakable unity of the Armenian Church and the internal, jurisdictional problems which are due mainly to the changing conditions under which our people lived, and continues to live, especially in the Diaspora. Catholicos Aram has never been ambiguous or ambivalent about the unity of the Armenian Church. He has always been articulate and straightforward on the question of unity and has repeatedly state that a number of situations (such as the existence of two jurisdictions within one Armenian Church in the U.S.A. and Canada) which have been inherited from the past must be solved through a process of mutual understanding, respect, and trust.

3. By now, most everybody knows that His Holiness Aram I, after his visit last year to the West Coast, will be coming this fall to the East Coast and Canada. This will be his first pontifical visit to these churches found under the jurisdiction of the Catholicosate of Cilicia. Some people have questioned the timing and appropriateness of this visit. Others say that His Holiness Aram I is coming “to further divide us.” I strongly challenge these statements, which I believe to be based largely on unfounded arguments and artificial fears. In fact, there is no need to question the legitimacy of this upcoming visit, when this is clearly not the first time that a Catholicos of Cilicia is visiting the United Sates and Canada. As Catholicos of Cilicia, His Holiness Karekin I came here several times. It is the pastoral obligation of a Catholicos to visit his flock. This is an irrefutable fact. One cannot help but wonder why there is so much distorted commotion about this visit. As long as there is a Prelacy, the Catholicos of Cilicia will and should pay pontifical visits.

Let us be clear, once and for all, that under the banner of his pontifical visit’s theme, “Renewing our Commitment on the Threshold of the 21st Century,” His Holiness Aram I is coming to the United Sates and Canada with a clear message and vision. He will be asking us to rededicate ourselves to working together for the unity of our church and to strengthen our resolve and commitment to the Armenian Church, to Armenia, to Karabagh, and to the Armenian Cause.

Let us show our faith and devotion to Christ through words of love, rather than recriminations. Let us prepare to receive our spiritual father, His Holiness Aram I, with a true spirit of filial love.              

V. Rev. Nareg Alemezian
(The Armenian Reporter Int’l, 14 June 1997)
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