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TWO REFLECTIONS ON
PLACES OF WORSHIP (1)

The editor’s introduction sets the framework of this book by underlining three important features: 
(1) The instinctive drive of the importance of history; 
(2) The place of worship and its congregation “across time and circumstance;” 
(3) The consideration of “any religious community as a dynamic, evolving social organism.”

To write the history of the places of worship is very complex and responsible undertaking. In my case it is much more complicated, because since 1997 my congregation is my “inner” community in Antelias, Lebanon –the Brotherhood to whom I belong– and my worldwide “external” community –– the ecumenical movement, which I serve as the ecumenical officer of my church. Therefore, my place of worship is the cathedral/congregation in Antelias when I am in Lebanon and is any given church/congregation when I am on the road in a certain town with a particular denomination and many times in an inter-denominational circle.

From these perspectives, I would like to highlight two points, which were very helpful reading the first four chapters of James P. Wind’s Places of Worship, and then to make three brief comments (they will be elaborated in the historical profile for the summer course) pertaining to my current situations:

First, the ideal historian should become a “participant-observer” and integrate all the elements of a place of worship by unveiling its character and history. To achieve this, a wholistic approach to the developments of a congregation is crucial. The building of a parish –with its location, landscape, neighborhood, exterior design and interior details– and its people belong to each other, compliment each other and speak about each other. They reflect the distinctive behavioral signals of the communal aspect of a congregation.

Second, a place of worship is distinguished by its identity. The most acute crisis today’s individuals and societies are facing is the crisis of identity. Discovery of a congregational identity is the key of recognizing a place of worship and commenting on its past developments, present challenges and future visions.

Comments
· Sociological landscape: One of my congregations is the Brotherhood, where I live and serve. Our common vision is serving God through the Armenian Orthodox Church. To accomplish this, we have departmentalized our responsibilities at the headquarters and in the dioceses and parishes. According to my judgment, my “congregation” has gradually been shifted from collective service to individual activism in almost isolated departments accountable to the head of the Brotherhood. I believe that we are faced with the challenge of re-assessing our common identity, calling and mission and re-evaluating our shared ministry and witness.

· Geographical landscape: 1997–2002 the Department for Ecumenical Relations was housed in the same place. With renovations going on at the headquarters near the highway it has moved to a temporary large office where I share the space with my assistant without having immediate access to our old files, reports, documents and audio-visual materials. This move generated two reactions: (1) Surprisingly many people passing by the highway commented to me on the renovation project and acquired details. (2) Day after day my assistant and I were complimenting each other for being able to survive sharing the same space and not requiring access to our old baggage kept in the storage.

· My other and wider congregation is the ecumenical movement, which is also facing geographical (the shift of emphasis from North to South is not much relevant today in comparison with the shift from West to East) and sociological (the growth of the new and free Christian movements vis-à-vis the decline of the traditional and hierarchical churches) challenges. The ecumenical movement is facing these challenges very seriously and we are in process of making administrative adjustments on the level of the World Council of Churches and other regional representative organizations.

I conclude by affirming that I care for the “dynamic, evolving social organism” of my congregations and my task is not only to put the past pieces of information together but to empower others and myself (ideally, my entire congregations) to mold the present identity and foresee the future vision of our/my place of worship.


TWO REFLECTIONS ON
PLACES OF WORSHIP (2)

Places of Worship provides us the tools for writing a congregation’s history by outlining the importance of sketching a plan, paying due attention to “the turning points or decisive shifts in a congregation’s life,” “weaving plots together,” exerting “imaginative efforts” and answering to the demanding question “why tell the story of a congregation?”

To accomplish this learning the techniques of gathering and organizing the necessary data is vital but not sufficient. History is not only a chronological recording of the past developments but it is also guiding light for the present achievements and future vision. As a genuine historian the real challenge for me is to start my project by wondering about the purpose of writing the story of my congregation. Therefore, to draw a comprehensive road map for the assessment of my congregation is essential in undertaking my task.

Facing this challenge responsibly, I find the following indications of Places of Worship very helpful and combine them to my comments: 

1. The evaluation of the Tradition/traditions of the Armenian Orthodox Church. “By the time he stepped down as rabbi in 1893, Schindler had challenged most of Judaism’s cherished traditions” (p. 80). Especially in my Orthodox context the interconnection of Tradition –a historical and rigid reality– and traditions –day-to-day and changeable realities– is a continuously debated issue. Objective criticism of history is the key defining the role of traditions in the formation of a congregation guided by the Tradition of the Orthodox Church. When I hear people referring to a certain practice by saying, “This is the Tradition of the Orthodox Church,” I immediately ask them to provide me with its historical background and rationalize the logic that sustains it.

2. The limits of adaptation vis-à-vis identity in Armenian Diaspora situation. “Temple Israel was a congregation made up of people who sought to adapt to the American way of life” (p. 80). How much we have to compromise our identity for the sake of adaptation? It is a well-known fact that traditionalism poses a real danger and causes irreparable damage if we could not make room for adaptability in the preservation of our identity. Sometimes we are tempted to reprove adaptability in excessive context of assimilation faced by Armenian parishes in the West (e.g. ‘melting pot’ theory of North America). Adaptation is constantly affecting us wherever we are and it is a positive trend as long as it could become a way of life of authentic integration.

3. The appreciation of the congregation as the center of the Armenian communal life. “One of the leading assumptions of the modern era has been that life is divided into public and private realms” (p. 109). “Congregations are places where people bring together their most cherished aspirations and their everyday existence. Within their walls fundamental beliefs about God and the world intermingle with ethnic holiday traditions and images of the American way of life” (p. 105). Living in pluralistic societies could draw us to two extremities of either distorting our identity or living in a ghetto. A healthy parish is a place where we can incorporate our public and private life. Lately, I participated in an international conference on Christian mysticism and a lady asked the panelists if mysticism is the privilege of the elite or is there a way for an ‘ordinary’ Christian to live it out. My answer was that mysticism is the way of life for all Christians as the possibility of being in God and the ideal place for the expression of mysticism for all faithful of God is the parish designed on the model of the church of the Acts of Apostles (2.34–47).
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