THE TENTH MEETING OF THE INTERNATIONAL JOINT COMMISSION FOR THEOLOGICAL DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE CATHOLIC CHURCH AND THE ORIENTAL ORTHODOX CHURCHES
Rome-Italy, 22–28 January 2012


THE PROCEDURE FOR INTRODUCING A SAINT INTO 
THE CHURCH DIRECTORY OF FEASTS - RECOGNITION/CANONIZATION IN THE ARMENIAN APOSTOLIC ORTHODOX CHURCH

History testifies that the first saints recognized by the Church were martyrs who endured torture or suffered death while bearing witness to their Christian faith. From the second half of the second century, martyrs were venerated not only by individual Christians but also by local Churches.[footnoteRef:1] According to the twenty-seventh Apostolic Canon, on the martyrdom day of the saints, the Holy Eucharist was celebrated on their tombs and their martyrdom was commemorated as their birth day, because the death of the saints was not an end but a birth into eternal life.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Les Ecrits des Pères Apostoliques, “Le Martyre de Polycarpe”, Les Editions du Cerfe, 1963 (Cited in the article of Bishop Zareh Aznavorean, “How saints are recognized in the Armenian Church” (in Armenian), Armenological Hasg, Antelias, 1983–1984, p. 236). I am greatly indebted to this article in the preparation of my paper.]  [2:  Fourth meeting (22–24 August 2011) minutes of the Armenian Church Committee for the Inclusion of the Saints of the Armenian Genocide in the Directory of Feasts, p. 6 (in Armenian, unpublished).] 


The following qualities are generally characteristic of the martyrs: 
1. Their relics were preserved and/or the place of their witness was identified;

2. From the beginning there was a clear distinction between the worship rendered to God and the veneration expressed toward the saints and their relics;

3. Saints were commemorated in the joy of Christian victory on the anniversary of their martyrdom; the faithful gathered around their graves, and later erected memorial chapels (called martyrium) on the site;
4. These commemorations were not only designated to remember the saints but to renew the commitment of the faithful to follow them in the path of holiness;

5. For the faithful, the saints were already classified with the Apostles and the Righteous, because by their sufferings they expressed their love for Christ, by their death they were united with him, and now they are intercessors for the faithful; 

6. Although all the martyrs were remembered, there were special commemorations for those who manifested extraordinary courage and set an outstanding example for the faithful to pursue.

Over the course of subsequent centuries, ascetics, Church-fathers and key figures from the Holy Bible were included as saints in the Church directory of feasts.

In the Armenian Church, saints were first included in the Church directory of feasts in local settings by the faithful with whom they have shared their lives and deeds, and set an example of holiness for them. For example, Armenian Church history records that in 708, in Mesopotamia, Shushan Kamsarakan was martyred. Her brother, Gagig, was already prepared to inaugurate a church in his native village, and when he heard about the martyrdom of his sister, “he was proud to be the brother of a martyr and he combined his sister’s commemoration to the festivities of the church.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Archbishop Maghak‘ia Ormanean [Patriarch of Constantinople] (1841–1918), Azgapatum (Volume I) (in Armenian), Beirut, 1959, No. 550, column 807.] 


In later centuries, saints were included in the Church directory of feasts by the diocesan authority and/or by the hierarchy of the Armenian Church when they were officially accepted and commemorated as those who: 
1. Lived a saintly and virtuous Christian life;[footnoteRef:4] [4:  An Armenian hymn dedicated to the martyrs expresses this by addressing God and stating: “They delivered their lives by dedicating them to you and thus they became the inheritors of your heavenly kingdom” (Hymnbook, Antelias, 1980, p. 430).] 


2. Manifested the presence of the Holy Spirit in their daily lives and activities;[footnoteRef:5] [5:  An Armenian hymn dedicated to the martyrs manifests this by commending: “Holy Spirit, mighty one, saints praise you, because you strengthen those who rely on you” (Hymnbook, Antelias, 1980, p. 430).] 


3. Shed their blood for Christ, the Church and the homeland;[footnoteRef:6] [6:  An Armenian hymn dedicated to the martyrs refers to this reality by claiming: “By the shedding of their blood the enemy has been defeated and by venerating them boasts Sion (the church)” (Hymnbook, Antelias, 1980, p. 430).] 


4. After their death in their name or through their relics miraculous signs –such as healings– were performed.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  In an Armenian hymn dedicated to the martyrs we express this by chanting: “They are the temple of the Holy Spirit and their lively bones (relics) heal the sick” (Hymnbook, Antelias, 1980, p. 444).] 


Thus, saints are those who were prominent for their holy life in piety and virtue or have given their lives in witness to their Christian faith and for the development of the Kingdom of God. 

The Synaxarion of the Armenian Church cites individual saints on the exact date of their falling asleep in the Lord.  In contrast, the liturgical commemoration of saints in the Armenian Church is restricted to Mondays, Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays; Sundays and Eastertide are exclusively observed as the Day of the Lord, and Wednesdays and Fridays as well as Great Lent are generally observed as days of strict fasting.  Therefore, saints may only be liturgically commemorated on about half of the days of the calendar.

According to the Armenian Church history, we may identify five factors for the inclusion of saints in the Church directory of feasts:
1. There are saints who were first recognized by a Catholicos and then were commemorated by the faithful. For example, when St. Gregory the Illuminator (239–326) was released from imprisonment in the deep pit, referring to the saintly Hŕip‘simeants‘ and Gayaneants‘ Virgins, he asked: “Where are the bodies of God’s martyrs?” He was taken to the location of their martyrdom.  He wrapped their bodies in their garments and put them in a special place where the king, the nobles and the people gathered and venerated them. In his sermon St. Gregory eulogized the martyred virgins as those “who are alive in God and intercede for those who commemorate them.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Agat‘angeghos, Armenian History (in Armenian), Erewan, 1983, p. 124 ff.] 


2. There are saints who were recognized by a diocesan authority and then commemorated in a local milieu. For example, Bishop Step‘anos Orbelean (1260–1304) tells us that after the Battle of Awarayr (451), many people were martyred because they refused to disavow their Christian faith, and “Armenia was filled with a multitude of martyrs. The survivors gathered their relics and built chapels over them.” Catholicos Kiwd and Bishop Anania of Siwnik‘ came to the villages of Ostink‘ and Artaboynk‘, and joined a multitude of faithful who transported the relics of the martyrs to their resting place where a church was consecrated.[footnoteRef:9] We could also presume that a commemoration date was set for this solemn occasion, which later was not preserved in the Church calendar. [9:  Bishop Step‘anos Orbelean, History of Sisakan Province, Tiflis, 1910, p. 69 ff.] 


3. There are saints who, although recognized by a Catholicos and commemorated by the faithful, were later dropped from the church directory of feasts for unknown reasons. For example, in 339, the Armenians fought against the Persians to reject Zoroastrianism and to protect their Christian faith and homeland. Many soldiers and their commander, Vach‘ē Mamikonean, were killed. Catholicos Vrt‘anēs comforted the king and the faithful by declaring the martyred soldiers as saints, because they gave their lives to protect the Christian faith and churches. The Catholicos’ message is very encouraging when he says: “Let us celebrate this day of martyrdom as a feast day and let us rejoice by asking God to grant us peace.”[footnoteRef:10] Additionally, the Catholicos decided that the martyrs would be commemorated every year and their names would be mentioned during the Holy Eucharist as Sts. Vach‘ēeank‘s. But today they are not ranked among the saints. One explanation is that they were joined with the martyrs of Sts. Vardanants‘ of 451, but there is no record justifying this action. [10:  Pawetos Biwzant, Armenian History (in Armenian), Venice, 1933, p. 37 ff.] 


4. There are saints who were martyred and only recognized by the faithful at a later date. For example, Vahan Goght‘nats‘i was martyred in Damascus, in 737, by the Arabs, because he refused to deny his Christian faith. Seven years later, his relics were discovered and brought to Armenia by Artawast Vardapet, who also wrote the life of the saint. We do not know how St. Vahan was recognized as a saint, but he is commemorated in the Church until today.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Azgapatum (Volume I) (in Armenian), Beirut, 1959, No. 589, column 862.] 


5. There are saints who were added to the Church directory of feasts by the compilers and redactors who edited these books over the course of many centuries. The latest editor of the Armenian Church directory of feasts was Catholicos Simeon of Yerevan (1710–1780), who added some saints (such as King Abgar)[footnoteRef:12] and dropped some other saints (such as Alexander of Alexandria).[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Azgapatum (Volume I) (in Armenian), Beirut, 1959, No. 15, column 35–36.]  [13:  Azgapatum (Volume II) (in Armenian), Beirut, 1960, No. 2101, column 3065.] 


Surprisingly, we do not find a single reference to a synodical decision for the inclusion of a saint in the Church directory of feasts in the annals of the Armenian Church history. 

We have two types of saints in the Armenian Church: 
1. Saints who are recorded in the regional diptychs of the Armenian Church. Most probably these were local saints who were locally commemorated for a while, and later, when the Armenian Church calendar was finalized, they were deleted.
 
2. Saints who are commemorated according to the Armenian Church directory of feasts. Archbishop Torgom Gushakean counts 326 saints who are included in the Armenian Church directory of feasts and 222 of them belong to the Universal Church and 104 of them to the Armenian Church. Also, he records that the saints who are in the directory of feasts of the Armenian Church belong to 20 different church provinces.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  See, Archbishop Torgom Gushakean [Patriarch of Jerusalem] (1874–1939), Saints and Feasts of the Armenian Church (in Armenian), Antelias, 2003, pp. 13–244. These 20 Churches and their saints are: 1. Church of Antioch (19 saints), 2. Church of Cilicia (8 saints), 3. Church of Mesopotamia (10 saints), 4. Church of Jerusalem (6 saints), 5. Church of Cyprus (1 saint), 6. Church of Alexandria (37 saints), 7. Church of Ethiopia (1 saint), 8. Church of Caesarea (11 saints), 9. Church of Sebastia (13 saints), 10. Church of Lycaonia (6 saints), 11. Church of Pontus (5 saints), 12. Church of Ephesus (7 saints), 13. Church of Constantinople (12 saints), 14. Church of Thessaly (3 saints), 15. Church of Galatia (13 saints), 16. Church of Bithynia (24 saints), 17. Church of Rome (15 saints), 18. Church of Africa (2 saints), 19. Church of Persia (29 saints), 20. Church of Armenia (104 saints).] 


Commenting on the large number of saints from the Universal Church, Archbishop Shěnorhk‘ Galustean states: “Some argue that we have a greater number of non-Armenian saints in our directory of feasts; in fact, they account for two-thirds of our Church’s saints. The reason is historical. In the fifth century, when the Armenian Church was reorganized and became linguistically Armenian, She adopted the saints recognized in the neighboring Churches as the inseparable portion of the Universal Church. Therefore, by accepting and commemorating the saints of the pan-Christian Church, the Armenian Church validated her apostolicity within the Universal Church.”[footnoteRef:15] Galustean also proposed that the Armenian Church directory of feasts should be updated by adding the names of more than 25 famous saints of the Universal Church.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Archbishop Shěnorhk‘ Galustean, Pan-Christian Saints (in Armenian), Erewan, 1997, p. 8.]  [16:  Archbishop Shěnorhk‘ Galustean, Pan-Christian Saints (in Armenian), Erewan, 1997, pp. 225–306.] 


Galustean further stated: “No matter how many saints we add to our directory of feasts, many saints, whose names are known only to God, will still be excluded. Those whom we know and are included in our directory of feasts only have representative character and serve as a guide to us. As such, there current number is more than sufficient.”[footnoteRef:17] In one of his other books Galustean included a section describing both Armenian and non-Armenian people whom he deemed worthy to be included as saints in the directory of feasts.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Archbishop Shěnorhk‘ Galustean [Patriarch of Constantinople] (1913–1990), Biblical Saints (in Armenian), Erewan, 1997, p. 21.]  [18:  Archbishop Shěnorhk‘ Galustean, Armenian Saints (in Armenian), Erewan, 1997, pp. 233–396.] 


In summary, we may say that saints have been included or inducted into the directory of feasts in the Armenian Church:
1. By the popular piety of the faithful;

2. By the local Church authority for local commemoration 

3. By the hierarchy for general commemoration by the whole Church.

The last saint to be included in the Church directory of feasts is St. Gregory of Tat‘ew (1346–1409). This leads to the following challenging questions:
1. Since the fifteenth century, have there been no validated saints in Armenia?

2. Armenian history is rightfully depicted as a martyrology. Could it be that since there were thousands of martyrs, the Church hierarchy was faced with the difficulty of deciding whom to include and whom to exclude?  And in the end, did the Church simply decide not to take any action?

3. Given the tumultuous history of the region, did the hierarchy of the Armenian Church prioritize the needs of the living and thereby neglect or trivialize the need to add saints to the diptychs of the Church?   

On the occasion of the upcoming one-hundredth anniversary commemoration of the 1915 Armenian Genocide, the Armenian Church Committee for the Inclusion of the Saints of the Armenian Genocide in the Directory of Feasts was appointed by His Holiness Catholicos Karekin II of All Armenians (Holy Etchmiadzin-Armenia) and His Holiness Catholicos Aram I of Cilicia (Antelias-Lebanon).

The committee has convened on four occasions (3–6 September 2005, in Holy Etchmiadzin, 3–6 May 2006, in Holy Etchmiadzin, 16–17 April 2008, in Holy Etchmiadzin and 22–24 August 2011, in Antelias).  Several more meetings are planned before the centennial commemoration.

According to the minutes of the fourth meeting, the committee is not only examining the critical issue of the inclusion of the victims of the Armenian Genocide as valid saints and martyrs in the Church directory of feasts, but is also studying the revision of the procedures necessary for the recognition of saints to correct the void in the period from the fifteenth to the twenty-first centuries.

I conclude with the prayer of St. Nersēs Shěnorhali (1101–1173): “Glorious Lord, accept the supplications of your servant and fulfill them towards that which is good, through the intercession of the Holy Mother of God, Saint John the Baptist, Saint Stephen the Protomartyr, Saint Gregory our Illuminator, and the holy apostles, the prophets, the teachers, the martyrs, the fathers, the hermits, the virgins and of all your saints in heaven and on earth. And glory and worship be to you, indivisible Holy Trinity, forever and ever. Amen.”

Archbishop Nareg Alemezian 
Armenian Apostolic Church – Holy See of Cilicia     
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