COUNSEL ON CORRECT FAITH AND VIRTUOUS CONDUCT
OF GREGORY VARTABED 
(SUMMARY)

In the context of this international conference my presentation will cover the Counsel on Correct Faith and Virtuous Conduct ascribed to St. Gregory of Narek or Gregory of Skevra. 

I will not discuss the authorship of the Counsel, but will highlight its important features and try to make its message relevant for our Christian lives today.

Like many Armenians I also had my first encounter with St. Gregory of Narek at an early age, when my maternal grandfather read a prayer from the Book of Lamentation on my head and dispelled my headache. Later on, my intimacy gradually increased with Narekatsi and Narek in the Antelias Seminary. Finally, in 1981, I was assigned the Counsel as my thesis for the order of Vartabed. I published its contemporary Armenian translation in 2001.

The ‘counsel’ genre encourages us to be acquainted with the Holy Bible, to hear the divine commandments and to live out the Christian principles. Counsels guide our Christian behavior on the path of orthodox faith and God-pleasing works. In Gregory’s Counsel correct faith and virtuous conduct complement each other for the fullness of the Christian living. 

Divine virtues are graceful gifts of God to keep us away from sins of mind, mouth and deed, and to grow us up in the orthodox faith and obedience to God. To live out the Christian virtuous life means to love our God and our neighbor having as our prime model our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
The Counsel is composed of 4 parts:
1. An introduction, explaining the reason of writing the treatise.
2. The confession of Christian faith, which starts by the definition of the Holy   
      Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and ends by outlining the church.
3. Physical and spiritual purity leads us to a saintly life and good works.
4. A come back to the divine image as the church being married with Christ.
The Counsel has 76 paragraphs, which could be divided to 7 parts progressing on the following lines:
1. Paragraphs 1–2 are dedicated to the request made to the author by a Vartan chancellor to compose the treatise. He takes this as an opportunity to provide “spiritual food and bread from heaven” to all who share this book. This already sets the tone of how we have to eat this food to be nourished by God.

2. Paragraphs 3–11 elucidate the correct faith and its confession by all true followers of the Holy Trinity. This is the foundation of the church –– the faithful followers of Christ (cf. Matthew 16.18; Ephesians 2.20; I Corinthians 3.10).

Paragraphs 4–7 further explain the Trinitarian dogma summarized in the church creeds.

Paragraphs 8–11 speak about the incarnation, the passion, the crucifixion, the resurrection, the appearances, the ascension and the second coming of Christ.

3. Paragraphs 12–19 deal with the many components of faith as “mysteries of salvation” –– church, baptism, holy eucharist, repentance of sins, resurrection of the dead and the final judgment, and kingdom of heaven and eternal life defined at the Council of Nicaea (325).  

In paragraph 12 he refers to Colossians 1.18 and I Corinthians 6.15 to affirm the unity of the head (Christ) and the body (believers) of the church.

4. Paragraphs 20–21 are dedicated to the inter-connectedness of correct faith and virtuous deeds as the achievement of Christian living. 

Paragraph 20 extends to the eschaton, telling us that “on the day of the judgment, when the judge will appear by fire, will the final assessment take place for each deed.”

Paragraphs 20–21 are more fully apprehended on the backgrounds of the Philippians 4.8–9 and II Peter 1.3–9.

5. Since paragraphs 22–37 deliver the fundamental message of the Counsel and confirm that man [woman] is bestowed by a “rational soul” [Paragraph 22], I will quote some parts. “The soul is of three parts: by the command and order of the Creator, it has intellect, anger, and desire” [Paragraph 22]. Thus, man is called to be a God-pleasing, Christ-centered and human-loving person in the pursuance of righteousness. 

“When it acts through right intellect, it does not fail at all in the likeness of the heavenly beings. And each of these has its peculiar virtue. The virtue of intellect is discretion; the virtue of the anger is valor; and that of the desire is chastity. The work of discretion is to think and make choice between good and bad. The work of valor is to bravely and valiantly execute that which is chosen by discretion. And the work of chastity is to kindle in the love of God in accordance with the choice and execution, thus making the antecedent ones stronger in their natural capabilities by the warmth of that love” [Paragraph 22].

Paragraphs 23–26 define the well-arranged disposition of intellect, anger, and desire:
“Intellect is the first in order because it is more eminent than the others, and a prince and commander over them. For its work is to think and accordingly to transfer that which is right to both anger and desire. And the work of anger is to follow the commands in assent and valor, as well as to use rebuke over desire, so that through correct desire towards God and divine commandments, it may keep that which was delivered to it by intellect whole and without defects. And intellect is self-dominant: none of the coordinates has dominion over it. As for anger, it is ruled by intellect, and rules over desire. And desire is ruled by anger, but itself does not rule over another” [Paragraph 23].

“This is clear also from their location in our body. Intellect is located in the head and brain. And since head has received the first and eminent rank among the members of the body, it is like a king, prince and commander over all the body. Consequently, also intellect, having received the royal seat, like a king reigns over the lower ones –– anger and desire. The location of anger is in the heart, below the head. It is ruled by intellect which is above it, and rules over desire which is below it. And desire dwells in the loins and internal reproductive organs. That is why it is ruled by anger which is above it, and itself does not rule over another, since there is no part below, which might submit to it” [Paragraph 24].

“Now, as long as this disposition functions in us fitly, in its natural order, everything will be well-arranged and according to the order of the apostle, and the statute of the Lord’s commandment will be carried out in no hindrance” [Paragraph 26]. 

Paragraph 27 speaks about righteousness: “Intellect has yet another virtue which is called righteousness. It is the ruler, director, and judge of all the parts. For by it, as with a tool, intellect directs all, keeping each in their natural movements without stumbling. And it is only after such a regulation that intellect is discreet, anger valiant, and desire chaste.” 

Paragraphs 28–29 deal with the imperative of loving God and loving our neighbor as the manifestation of the righteousness (cf. John 13.35).

Paragraphs 30–31 are exegesis of Proverbs 30.21–23 and Luke 18.1–5.

Paragraphs 32–35 warn against fornication and all sorts of sexual desires and deviations.

Paragraphs 36–37 lament that we are caught up by the longings of the temporal world and our social order is in decadence. The solution is found in the reshaping of the image and likeness of God as the home of divine habitation in us (cf. John 14.23).

6. Paragraphs 38–74 are dedicated to the practical ethics of the operations of the five senses for the realization of a life of purity. These paragraphs are in good accord with the penitential confessional liturgy of the church, where prayer, forgiveness, lent, chastity, holy communion and good works are offered as remedies.

Paragraphs 39–40 define what the senses are and how they are “like doors, which sometimes need to be opened and other times need to be kept shut.”

Paragraph 73 speaks about the feet, “although they are not senses.”

7. Paragraphs 74–76 illustrate the love of Christ-Bridegroom and Church-Bride as a metaphor for the believers to live in the church on earth and enjoy eternal life in heaven (cf. Matthew 25.10).  

The Counsel perfectly manifests the principle of lex orandi, lex credendi (cf. II Timothy 2.1–4).

The Counsel belongs to the rich heritage of Armenian Church’s theology and spirituality, and has all the elements of becoming a manual for a Christian correct faith and virtuous conduct in our turbulent world until the second glorious coming of our Lord (cf. I Timothy 6.12–14).
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