ARMENIAN EVANGELICAL,
AND POLITICAL™?

REV. DR. PAUL HAIDOSTIAN

Why should Armenian Evangelical youth be involved in societal
issues, and how can they be prepared (o face their environment confidently, and
what happens if they are not ready for the challenge?

Indeed, it is of great value for the youth of a church to be assured that
the religious outlook they have been developing in their formative years corre-
sponds directly with the issues of society at large. To be more specific, youth
need 1o find correspondence with those strata in society thal present themselves
as competing with religious outlooks and institutions. For Armenian
Evangelical youth, membership in the church has the potential 10 be more than
a pro-forma affiliation. For them the church is, at its best, a group of experi-
enced elders, a reliable network of people, resources, and ideas, a witness (o the
faith history of the community, a representative of all that transcends their
immediate situations, a provider of ideology and commitment, a secure faunch
pad to the future, and the scene for a myriad of activities in which faith, talents
and worldviews are tested.

Institutions, communities, and older generations have a pivotal role in
the identity formation of adolescents.2 In fact, it is a responsibility of theirs,
The identity formation of the youth is critical for the church because it is what
determines, 1o a greal extent, the preparedness of youth to join the adult world
with a hopeful and trusting vision of the future, with a commitment 1o the good
of all, and with stability of character. The vitality and the future of the church
depend on it

‘What is the gxient o which the church needs to be concerned with and
deliberately involved in the identity formation of its youth? The question gels
especially complicated in matters that have not been viewed by the Ammenian
Evangelical Church as traditionally ‘religious.’ Political matters are a good
example. Some in the church actually ask: Why not preach the pi.aﬁnGmpal-
and let God take care of the rest? Why no! trust that social interaction, family
dynamics, schooling, and various other phenomena will help youth find a way
out of their social crises?

Others, compartmentalizing life into religious and secular, ask: What
ls:hﬁulﬂmamgmlofthechnrchmitsmlﬁnssm\dmmy"lsnme
enhancement of the psychosocial well-being of its youth, or the development
of their faith in God? Can Mehmhmmpueimwumfwmewwldmd
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il be faithful 1o the Gospel of Christ? Can the church ot encourage the
m;mm of any sociopolitical identity and still prepare faithful, decent, and
trustworthy elements in society? &

Duncan B. Forrester, in his Beliefs. Values. and Policics, presents
three understandings of the responsibilities of theology in the world. First, he
says, there is the individualistic and private theology "which understands
Christian faith s a private option without public relevance.” In line with this
understanding, it is quite justified to stay away from issues that concern the
gencral public because the domain of theology is a "spiritual” realm. Second is.
the view that theology is one academic discipline among many others, each
having its field of interest and expertise. Therefore, "in relation to most matiers
on the secular agenda it can say nothing."*But Forrester favors a third under-
standing of theology in which theology is concerned with the wholeness of life
as a natral outcome of the belief in the universal lordship of Jesus Christ.
Accordingly, theology is not "limited (o a spiritual realm so that it has nothing
1o say to temporal concers. It is not confined 10 the sphere of human inward-
ness and subjectivity.">

As seen in Forrester's third understanding of theology, life is not a set
of unrelated domains but a whole in which all parts are interdependent. Every
aspect of the life of the church is related 10 the others; every act of the church
is in correspondence with the total life of the church; and every theological
position of the church is expecied W be a part of the witmess of the church.

The church is not church if it does not prepare its members for the
world. The church is not church if it creates a dichotomy between sacred and
secular realms in life. The church is not church if its life, including the life of
its members, is not perceived wholistically. Such a view is evident in Armenian
Evangelical thinking as well.

Not only religion and faith, but also ideology, and personal and com-
munal identity, are seen as related to both the deepest of human experiences
from the earliest days of one's life and to the future hopes and potentialities of
individuals and communities. It is only in such a sense that any Armenian

f&cmwwmzﬁsmofmemw spolitical sphere has 10 be seen as problem-

A MATTER OF 'WITNESS'

~ For the Annenian Evangelical Church in the Near East, concern with
the wholeness of life is a matier of special importance. The Armenian
Evangelical understanding of education® as well as the community oriented
cultures in the Middle East emphasize a wholistic view of life. The self-under-
understanding that in the life of these churches one does not find demarcation
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lines between secular and religious realms of life, nor indeed between faith and
politics, or theology and ideology.” More importantly, the personal faith, work
habits, household traditions, social involvement, and institutional affiliations of
an Armenian Evangelical individual, or any individual in any confessional
group, are seen as intimately belonging to the theology, life of worship, litur-
gy, multiple activities, and the policies of the Church as a denomination. All
these and more, combined, are perceived 10 represent the witness® of, for
example, the Armenian Evangelical Church.

Concem with the witness of a church is exaggerated with a group such
as the Armenian Evangelical Church, first, because of the history of ension it
has had with its socio-religious environment, and second, for being a more of
less homogeneous minority group. A certain conduct of an Armenian
Evangelical individual may be considered by the public or by official authori-
ties in Syria or Lebanon as an expression of the attitude of the whole Armenian
Evangelical Church, and the positions or traditions of the Church are seen as
necessarily those of each individual member. It is not uncommon for official
authorities to hold the head of the Armenian Evangelical community, i.e. the
minister representing the denomination before the government, morally
responsible for the misconduct of an individual who may be registered as
Evangelical, especially when the person’s misconduct has religious connota-
tions.? The opposite is also true. Quite often individual Armenian Evangelicals
cause others astonishment when they behave in a ceriain way Of CXpress a cor-
tain opinion that is not known to be traditionally 'Evangelical,’ such as belong-
ing to a political party or using swear words. More specifically, it catches many
Armenians by surprise to discover that some of the organizers of the Armenian
political parties in the 19th century were Evangelical by confession. They are
surprised because the Armenian Evangelical Church has been known for its
neutrality and even discouragement of political involvement.

All this is to say that the Armenian Evangelical Church, as a confes-
sional community, is perceived by outsiders to have a unified witness. In such
a witness all members are expected 1o be in agreement, all facets of the witness
belong to each other, the expressions of one individual are the expressions of
the whole, and the positions of the denomination are the positions of each of
the individuals who, by birth or by conviction, belong to that community.

Therefore, whenever the propriety of a certain policy or decision of
the Armenian Evangelical Church is questioned, the subject of the general wit-
ness of the Church is introduced. Consequently, this puts a heavy burden on
any church by limiting its freedom, both as individuals and community; certain
aspects of the life of the church could be paralyzed, and the way of reform
could be hindered. Positively speaking, however, ‘emphasis on the overall wit-
ness can keep the whole community aware of the power and presence of a wit-

mmmmmmm&mwwmﬁﬁiﬁ-
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viduals and even the whole denomination. 1t could keep the chm communi-
ty and its members critically <ensitive to their self and group identity and edi-
fying role in society. = : _

The question of preparing youth for the world 1s, al heart, a question
of witness. Therefore, it is of vital importance 10 ask: what happens 10 the wil:
pess of the Armenian Evangelical Church if it takes sieps in prepaning its youth
1 face a highly political society. and what happens 1o the witness if the subject
is neglected altogether? :

Forwnaely, the choice is not always between remaining faithful 1o the
Gospel and keeping the integrity of the witmess of the Church intact. Often both
mean the same thing, especially when the theology of the community and the
institution of the Church are not "a free-floating theory or a detached ideolo-
gy.10 10 use Forrester's words. Still, it is imporant to remember that the
church can err and, as Forrester says, “fidelity © the gospel can sometimes be
in tension with the current teaching of the jonal church."! ' This kind of

and the teachings of the gospel will clearly weaken the overall wimess of the
Church, This is $0 because, in the Near East, the popular expectations from the.
church are quite high. The church is expected 1o be all things to all people.
Among many things, it is seen 10 be the herald of truth, the advocate of justice,
the embodiment of the Good News, and especially the guardian of the identity
of communities.

We should admit that the Armenian Evangelical Church has neglect-
ed a dimension of Annenian life in the Near East, namely, the political dimen-
sion. The problem is not that it avoids taking partial positions on various issues.
other Armenian churches and organizations argue about. Rather, it is that the:
Armenian Evangelical Church does not exhibit awareness of the need of its
youth and young adults, in particular, 1o integrate political views and ideologi-
cal convictions into their budding sense of identity. The church pedagogy and
Evangelical only in-a narrowly defined religious sense, but that they need to
become aware of themsclves in psychosocial and political senses upon as well
and relate all (o their faith experience. Y

~ In order 1o address the aforementioned problem let us ask several
questions that will explain the complexity of the challenge that faces Armenian

Evangelicals, and will also suggest ways of thinking about it and resolving it.
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WHY INSPIRE INVOLVEMENT?

If the Armenian Evangelical Church needs (© prepare its constituency,
especially its youth, (o participate in shaping the life of the community, then it
needs to know why consciousness of, and sometimes involvement in the socio-
political issues of the community is necessary.

Let us start with a few words of caution. First, the involvement of the
church as an institution and as a people is not justified if the main incentive is
1o prove o society at large that the church is a presence that has o be reckoned
with (although such a sentiment is often detected in all churches), The church
should not become a hostage of its creed and the most powerful institutions of
society (such as the political parties among Armenians). Socio-political con-
sciousness and involvement are not justified if the sole purpose is to compete
with other denominations, their activities and political statements (although
such a competition may sometimes be unavoidable). Again, the Armenian
Evangelical Church must not become a hostage of a competition with the
Armenian Apostolic or Catholic Churches.

Second, a call for a change in the Armenian Evangelical position in
relation to society does not mean only change in the strategies of its denomi-
national leadership. nisnotenuughwseclbegomamgbodwsoﬂhedmnm
ination get involved before the congregations themselves are prepared or inter-
‘ested in such an involvement. The positions, aspirations, and fellowship of the
congregations have to be discemed before a denomination acts. For a democ-
ratic ecclesial institution such as the Armenian Evangelical Church, w0 have
open communication inside a congregation and then among various congrega-
tions and committees is vital for any viable approach to sociopolitical involve-
ment.

‘On another scale, the Armenian Evangelical Church is yet to settle on
a position with regard to the degree 10 which its work needs 1o be centralized
‘and to what degree decentralized. Currently, a constitutional debate is going on
‘with regard to how much more centralization is needed in the Armenian Evan-
geHwChmdtthwEasLuAllmesemmadmuomammmy.
‘ecclesial group like the Anmenian Evangelical Church must entertain if a bet-
mmvolvunm:inﬂnuffairsofmietyismbeachieved

“To repeat, 1o know why involvement is the preferred way is a question:
believers as well as their representative bodies in the church have to struggle
with. Without such ahluwledgem&ehmmm integrity and becomes an
instrument of various social or political forces, sometimes in ways that are con-
trary 1o its very principles. This is a potential problem the Church and theolo-
gy have faced since the earliest times of the Church.

It is generally agreed that there can be no church and no theology that
is devoid of a certain social and political setting. There has been less agree-
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ment, however, on what the relationship between the two is.. Duncan B.
Forrester, in his Theology and Politics, agrecing that "every religion and every
political system must generate a political theology of some kind,"!? proceeds
1 trace some major historical responses (o this question, beginning with the
carly Christian era. The following are three major approaches 1o the subject in
the form of political theologies:

1) At one extreme is the view of theology as distingt from the social
order. This is represented by Tertullian (¢.160-220), for whom the church was
a4 counter-culture institution. Therefore, Christians, leaming from Christ’s
rejection of an earthly kingdom, have (o separate themselves from the secular
world. The Church is a parallel community to the secular one, and it represents
a challenge (0 society because it stands for an alternative way of understanding
and ordering life.'*

2) Atanother extreme is the view that theology and politics are part-
ners, It is represented by the positions and works of Fuscbius of Caesarea (264-
340, who sought to find a favorable relationship between Christianity and the
empire of Constantine. There was, for him, a perfect harmony between Church
and State, theology and politics, where one legitimized the other, and working
together they could provide justice and peace for the world.!3

3) The Augustinian notion of the City of God represents a midway
between the two extreme positions. There the heavenly city transcends but does
not contradict the earthly one. Avgustine (353-430) had critical views on both
sides. He taught that the earthly city was corrupl, just as the Roman Empire
was, but the Church too was not pure to the degree of being identical with the
City of God. It was only a partial manifestation of that City.'6

A history of a century and a half scems (0 show that the Armenian
Evangelical Church has been on the reacting end of the church/state, and the-
obwmﬁﬂcs discussions. It is no wonder, then, that one may have difficulty
‘agree with an intimate parmership between the twoy, it does not advocate a sep-
aration, at least openly, of the secular realm from the spiritual; but it does not
show how it could be located in a midway position cither. The discussion is
basically absent. However, one cannot but consider its silence as a political
statement tsell; it is a neglect of politics without necessarily believing that the
church is opposed to culture. There was a time when Armenian Evangelical
Amenian Evangelicals was, 10 put it dualistically, for the spiritval realm not
the temporal it was 10 reform the pety and theology.not the polity of the
church. But such is not the position of the church today. First, dualism is not
advocated: and second, the silence of the Amenian Evangelical Church is nei-
ther examined nor intentional. The church is aloof foday because the past




church was aloof.

It would be an oversimplification of things to view the apolitical
stance of the Church as a résult of Puritan influence through the foreign mis-
sionaries. The Evangelical movement among Armenians in its earliest days
represented a protest against the close partnership, or rather the ideological and
social fusion, between the Armenian Apostolic Church and the institutions that
represented or governed the Armenian people. The Puritan influence, however,
provided an ideological umbrella for the Armenian Evangelical critique of the
Armenian Apostolic Church,

A typical Armenian Evangelical approach to the issue can be summa-
rized in the thinking of one of its leaders, the Rev. Hovhannes Aharonian.!”
Aharonian presents a critique of the close partnership between the Armenian
Apostolic Church and the concepl of 'nationhood’. At the same time, however,
he insists on the involvement of all individuals in the affairs of society, as a
Christian duty, By opposing over-involvement and under-involvement at the
same time, Armenian Evangelicals seems 1o be striking a balance among a vari-
ety of positions, setting a pattern of such positions. With regard to the ecu-
menicity of the Church, the divisions in the Church are lamented, yet those who
compromise certain positions in the same realm are criticized; with regard 10
social action, primary importance is assigned to helping the poor, yet he criti-
cizes those who center their preaching on such issues are criticized. This gen-
eral attitude of Aharonian's, I think, represents the Armenian Evangelical real-
ity of striking sets of balances in the Near East quite adequately.

The Armenian Evangelical wish to find a balance among various the-
ological views that are in apparent discord with each other could be seen as a
strategic way of maneuvering in the midst of more powerful ecclesial and polit-
ical groupings. But it is not only so. It is a reality that points 1o deeper levels of
danger and insecurity. Tt can even be characterized as a “Protean” response 10
the life that is presented to this Church.'® Accordingly, the Armenian
Evangelical Church, made wary by its own struggie o survive and constantly
prove its legitimacy as “Armenian” and as “church”, tries to find a uniqueness
in holding positions that are only seemingly contradictory.

Involvement in the society and its affairs is to be encouraged, accord-
ing to Aharonian, because of the paturg of the church:

1. Locality is Responsibility:

The church is both local and universal. However, Aharonian’s cmpha-
sis is more on the Jogality of the church than on its universality. Emphasizing
the local character includes relationships with various churches in the neigh-
borhood. Even the universality of the church is seen in the fact that each local
church lives with the awareness that it is a part of the universal church spread

not only throughout time but also throughout the globe. Atention to the local
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character highlights the need for relationship and cooperation with those in the
immediate vicinity, while attention to the universal nature points to the fact that
the local church, and indeed, each individual, needs to be interested in and
responsible for more than local and contemporary issues of the immediate
world. This challenges all Christians (o be other-otiented and other-intercsted

2. Availability is also Action:

The fact that the church exists "for the world” and "w serve the
world"20 puts the church in a posture of availability to the world. Aharonian
asserts that the Armenian Evangelical Church is not a self-enclosed church, but
he does not dwell on how this church can be available to a world that is wider
than the Ammenian community in the Middle East. In his view, availability is
envisioned as preparedness to help, to teach, to relieve, to liberate, o reconcile
and to point 1o God's kingdom. Availability has an "action’ aspect to it that ¢can
be most engaging for all members of the church, but primarily for the youth.
Indeed, as one lcams from Erikson, availabilily can evolve, for youth, into rit-
uals of service to the neighborhood apd the world, giving the youth a sense of
solidarity with each other for such service and a deep sense of commitment lo
the Gospel and the meaning it brings to life.

3. Save the Neighbor?

The church is not only the communion of the saved, it is also a saving
body. The purpose of salvation, Aharonian says, is not "self-glorification” but
"being responsible for sharing with others the same grace that one has
received."2! Accordingly, he adds, the Armenian Evangelical Church needs to
be ‘outgoing’ and ‘outreaching’, thereby living out its faith, This raises a critical
question. It one of the definitions of faith is "giving oneself to one's neigh-
bors"22 then it is only natural to expect the church and its constituency 1o
acquire a knowledge of and a relationship with those neighbors. It is the duty
of the church and the older generations in the church to teach the younger ones
who is considered a neighbor and who is not. It is also the duty of the church
w teach, in accordance with the teachings of the Gospel, how one can relate to
one’s neighbors,

The subject of the neighborhiood of the Armenian communities in the
Middle East, and that of the Armenian Evangelical Church in particular is a
highly complicated one, and the Church has much 1o do 1o delineate its posi-
tion in this regard. It s also a complicated matter 0 ask which of the neighbors
the Armenian Evangelical Church and its community should trust, love and
teach? A self-sacrificial love, a mutally beneficial one, or another?23

In Aharonian’s mind, as well as in most Armenian Evangelical minds,
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the neighborhood of Armenian Evangelicals starts with fellow Armenians and
gradually extends 1o the very ends of the earth, Unfortunately, however, all that
lies between these two extremities receives little or no attention. 1t is often for-
gotten that there is a world that is not as close as the Armenian and not as dis-
tant as the whole gikumene. The Church has been quite oblivious 1o the non-
Armenian Christian and non-Christian groups that surround the Armenian
Evangelical Church in the Near East. Feeling satisfied with formal relation-
ships with some of these groups in such ecumenical organizations as the
Middle East Council of Churches (MECC) and the Fellowship of Middle East
Evangelical Churches (FMEEC), and with being law-abiding citizens, the
Church feels it is doing all that is required of iL.

In a sense, this is a discussion of the identity of not only Armenian
Evangelical individuals, but also of the Armenian Evangelical Church. A
group's identity cannot be totally separated from the identity of each of its
members. Much of the identification of Armenian Evangelical individuals,
especially in the stage of youth, is the direct result of what the Church has pre-
sented itself and its world to be. Thus by not demonstrating to the youth how
they can relate and are called to relate to their neighbors, the Church has been
actively participating in the development of an identity in youth that is built on
one segment of society, namely, the Ammenian Evangelical, or at best the
Armenian. As shown in Erikson's theory of the life cycle, it is the outcome of
the identity stage that determines, to a great extent, what happens with the next
stage, the stage of intimacy.

One way of viewing the stage of identity is to see¢ it as a preparation
for sharing one's life with another and with others, but this happens only after
a reasonable degree of certainty is established with regard (o one's own identi-
ty. In the absence of such intimacy, distantiation takes over, often standing in
the way of the development of a better sense of ethics in the adult.24 On a par-
allel scale, the subject of the neighborhood of the Armenian Evangelical
Church is also a discussion of the development of the wider idenlity that con-
stitutes the sense of ethics the Church advocates. It is true that a major part of
the identity of the Armenian Evangelical youth is expressive of the communi-
ty of the Church. However, it is equally necessary for the development of an
ethical sense to find a sense of a mutuality with those who are outside that
group if identity is to become ethical in orientation, an integral part of the mis-
sion of the Armenian Evangelical Church,

4, Examine the Culture: .

Aharonian admits that the church is subject to the gultural movements
and the civic laws of its days,® making the church the recipient of much that
could be against its choice and positions. However, it is not clear who will
examine these movements and their impact on the life and witness of the
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church if the church itself does not do so. The Armenian Evangelical Church
has not shown much awareness of, let alone evaluation of, its relationship 10
such external forces. Also missing in Aharonian's evaluations 1S an apprecia-
tion of the dynamic and interactive relationship between cultural movements
and the church itself, After all, it is not culture alone that has an impact on the
church. The church 100, as a part of the culwre, makes its impression on the
people, however small that impression may be.

Whereas he recognizes the influence of various cultoral forces on the
church, Aharonian does not discuss the meaning of such a phenomenon. Since
the church is subject to the influence of its culture, is it not better for it to help
shape that culture? It is simplistic for the Armenian Evangelical Church to per-
ceive itself as a self-sufficient community. Its young membership is in contact
with the larger world as they are going to join the technological world in adult-
hood. Youth need from the world the same affirmation of their identity that
they need from the Church, and they need the same confirmation and recogni-
tion of their unique experiences that they need from the Church. The Church
does the youth good if it teaches them o be able o ¢valuate the affirmations
and confirmations of the larger society. The Church needs (o teach the youth
the ability to recognize which of these confinmations and affirmations by peers
and groups are meaningful and healthy and which are not. For this to happen,
the Church needs o understand the complexity of the environmental images.
and symbols that are presented by society to the youth. :

For the Church to live its life-shaping and history-making mission it
has to find ways of inspiring the younger generations. Youth need to be con-
vinced that they are not the mere objects of what history and culture force on
them, but rather, that they can participate in changing cultural patterns and soci-
etal realities as well. To be realistic, however, one should mention that in their
Middle Eastern context, not only Armenian Evangelical youth but all youth
often feel powerless before economic difficulties, political repressions, and
religious traditions. Change is neither a common word nor is it a welcome one.
Still, the church should fight everything that causes it to become apathetic.
4 mr::. the church is called to be church whatever the external conditions

The extent to which the Armenian Evangelical Church is a sect and
the extent (o which it is an institutionalized church is determined by the way
the church examines and relates 10 its cultural environment. At present the
Amuenian Evangelical Church seems 1o occupy middle ground between the
two extremes. While some of the old attitudes prevail with regard to. say, the
rejection of ‘worldliness’, the Armenian Evangelical { Chureh is now a tradition-
al institution parallel 1o the Apostolic and the Catholic Churches. The
Armenian Evangelical Church has managed (o avoid seeing itsef and present
ing itself as in “tension with the environment.” Instead, it has introduced a cer-
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tain mode of tension, that of overlooking the fact that such a tension does exist,
and attributing disagreements with the environment to the unigue character and
approach of the Amenian Evangelical Church.

While discussing why the youth must be inspired to be involved, it is
necessary (o address the following additional factor pertaining 1o the type of
entity the Armenian Evangelical Church has: although the Armenian
Evangelical Church is perceived by outsiders, and described in Aharonian's
writings, as having a unified witness in its environment, Aharonian himself
reminds us that the Church is a divided body. The divisions in the church of
Christ hold true among Armenian Evangelicals themselves 100. So it is to be
expected that various Armenian Evangelical individuals and congregations will
have different views on why involvement is necessary and what the limits of
involvement are. This is especially true in view of the fact that the Armenian
Evangelical Church claims to be a democratic community.2 There, the value
of the person and his/her uniqueness is respected.

Nevertheless, the church remains a family, and family dynamics and
tensions are expected 1o be operant in that community. 27 Often the church is a
family for those young individuals who come from dysfunctional families; it is
a father and a mother to those who have not enjoyed the care of their parents; 28
and it is a teacher to those who have not had enough education to make it on
their own in their world.

To repeat, why is the church expected to inspire its youth to be inter-
ested in their environment, 10 be conscious of its underpinning’s (including the
political), and to seck constructive roles in it? Because not to do so would leave
the development of the ethical sense of the youth at the mercy of haphazard
phenomena, experiences, and institutions in society that could easily diffuse the
identification fragments, the sclf-image and the community-image these youth
have been raised with. It could also prove the Armenian Evangelical Church to
b&uﬂyaninsﬁmﬁmﬂmnsdﬂmhodfrmmhty having little to do with the
daily and temporal struggles of its members. Now if there ase things that could
hurt the ‘witness' of the Church, what could hurt more than detachment from
the socio-political world of reality?

INSPIRE INVOLVEMENT IN WHAT?

It is not enough to be convinced that the church needs 1o inspire its.
youth to be involved in the affairs of the world. Neither is it enough to know
why involvement is desirable. The church does not intend itself to be a land of
fantasies, even though it aspires (o embody ideals that are believed to have eter-
‘nal value. Inspire what, or involvement in what? This is as important a ques-
tion as "why be involved," One may find numerous forces, institutions, and
‘organizations which may be willing to suggest, if not dictate, 10 the church
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what it should get involved in. Therefore it is critical for the church to !mow
how 1o proceed. What should the youth be taught about the various domains of
involvement? :
Every group or institution follows certain prioritics and ways of doing
things. Both inside and outside the church, those people and forces that have a
control on setting the agenda of discussion are the ones who determine for the
most part how an institution like a church acts, what occupies its time, and what
creates its worries or relieves them. In that way, those powers that force an
agenda are the ones that indirectly determine what is 1o be taught in the church
and what is not. Therefore one should ask: who and what sets the agenda for
the Armenian Evangelical Church of the Near East, especially regarding mat-
ters that pertain (o involvement in the world outside the walls of an Armenian
Evangelical congregation?
1. O
There are at least three major religious forces that have an impact on
the present day Armenian Evangelical Church in the Near East: the Armenian
pietistic/revivalistic movements (traditionally the Armenian Evangelical
Brotherhood Church), the Armenian Apostolic Church, and Islam. The
Armenian Brotherhood Church began in the bosom of the Armenian
Evangelical Church in Aleppo, Syria. in 1924.2 Through its pietistic and evan-
gelistic fervor, this Anabaptist church represented and still represents a dissat-
isfaction with the liberalism of the Armenian Evangelical Church®” and its
"lack of spirituality.” It therefore stands, alongside more recent Armenian
charismatic and Pentecostal movements as a constant challenge to the
‘Armenian Evangelical Church in the following way: if you separated from the
Armenian Apostolic Church because of disenchantment with the unsatisfacto-
ry level of “spirituality” and "morality” in that church, then make sure you do
not fall into that same level. ]
While disagreeing with some of the theological positions of the
Amnenian Brotherhood Church, many Armenian Evangelical pastors and lay
people in the Near East have words of praise for that church. Sometimes secret-
Iy, but often openly, they express envy of the emotional fervor among the mem-
bership of the Armenian Brotherhood Church and regret the fact that Armenian
Evangelicals seldom exhibit equal enthusiasm for the mission of the church. In
this envy it is often forgotten that there are theological differences between the
two churches, and the differences are minimized (0 a variance in the degree of
"spirituality.” The most significant and noticeable difference between the two
is that the Armenian Evangelical Church lays heavy emphasis on wholistical-
1y, (. socially, physically, mentally, eic.) educating the people in the ways of
Christian life and keeping them connected to the church, whereas the Armenian
Brotherhood Church is a reyivalistic church. e e e
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Secondly, while it remains unacknowledged by Armenians,
Evangelical and non-Evangelical alike, the impact of Islam on the life of the
Armenian Evangelical Church and any other church in the Middle East should
not be minimized. The Islamic context defines some of the boundaries of all
Christian groups, especially with regard 1o issues of moral values. Most impor-
tantly, however, the Armenian Evangelical Church's thinking about evangelism
is influenced greatly by the fact that Islam as a religion and as communities
does not tolerate the conversions of its members o Christianity. Therefore the
Armenian Evangelical Church is careful not to give the impression that it is
inviting Muslims to the Christian faith.

And thirdly, the Armenian Evangelical Church is in constant reaction
to the Armenian Apostolic Church. The fact that most Armenians are Apostolic
in confession makes Armenian Evangelicals conscious of the differences
between the two churches. Anmenian Evangelicals, as a church and as individ-
uals, often make efforts to show that their differences are minimal and that they
are not very different from them after all. This is yet another example whereby
the Armenian Evangelical Church has been trying to ease tensions with its
environment.

The Armenian Evangelical Chumh is not always mistaken to accept
the challenges that are put forth by the overwhelming presence of the Armenian
Apostolic Church, the Armenian Brotherhood Church, or Islam. No. Some
challenges and agenda may function for the good of all. The Armenian
Evangelical insistence on celebrating Christmas with those in the Mother
Church on Jan. 6th and not December 25th is such an example.® ! It furthers the
ecumenical and national harmony among Armenians while not compromising
the principles upon which the Armenian Evangelical Church stands.

What is a mistake, however, is 1o become a reactive church instead of
being a proactive one; reacting to the Armenian Apostolic reality insicad of for-
mulating an Evangelical vision for the Church and trying to live it out; buying
into the accusations of revivalistic churches without focusing on the degree (0
which these accusations are founded; and shying away from taking risks in new
and effective ways of living out the gospel in the Middle East out of fear of an
Islamic reaction.

2.

Atlmuwocompmemsdeﬁmmcpoﬁma!cﬂmteermemm
Evmswmcmmmmmmmmmmwummm
that of the larger and extra-Annenian political climate of the region. In a latent
way the Armenian Evangelical Church finds itself competing with the
Armenian political parties 1o provide for the ideological needs of its youth. It
mmnseifasandmmaﬁvemmesepames But it neither has the resources
n 10 do so. If ideology has to be lived out in socicty, then the
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Armenian Evangelical Church needs 1o address that consciously.

On another level, the political climate of the Middle East, as a region
and as separate countries and communitics, is and has been for a long time one
of upheavals and tribulations. The Armenian Evangelical Church has kept a
distance also from the political events of its non-Armenian neighbors, an atti-
wde that is not unique to Armenian Evangelicals but is shared with other
Armenian churches and organizations and a number of Middie Eastern ethnic
or religious minorities as well. The Armenian Evangelical Church, like most
other churches in mcmglm.reaﬁﬁesmm‘llhasnboomolovermddleﬁamm
politics. Therefore it stays out of that realm altogether, an attitude that has kept
Armenians in relative peace with their often-feuding neighbors. Armenians
have insisted that they are a cultural entity in the Middle East and not a politi-
cal one, so they do not posit a threat 1o any goveming or influential political
leader, party, regime, or country.32 In this regard Armenian Evangclical aloof-
ness in the larger Armenian world is quite similar to Armenian aloofniess in the
larger Middle Eastern world. The question remains, however, whether keeping
the peace is a sufficient expression of the justice, love, and reconciliation that
the Christian church preaches.

3. The Agenda of jts Tradition?

"We have always done it this way” has become a well-known position
of social institutions that have existed long enough to develop traditions and
ways of doing things. The case of the Armenian Evangelical Church is no
exception. For many, the fact that the Armenian Evangelical Church has so far
been aloof from Armenian politics is enough of a reason to justify remaining
aloof in the future as well. So, the agenda for involvement or non-involvement
is also presented 1o this Church by its tradition. The Armenian Evangelical
Church has been involved, among other things, in the schooling of Armenian
children, in social work with the needy, and in organizing Summer camps and
conferences for Evangelical and non-Evangelical Armenians. However, any
new avenue of involvement in society will be perceived to modify the charac-
ter of ;gemu-ianﬁmzsﬁﬂ"mmb- and therefore will be met with resis-

‘Saying that tradition is one of the factors that determine the agenda of
the involvement of the Armenian Evangelical Church in society does not mean.
that tradition has (o be always viewed negatively. Some traditions are (0 be
upheld and lived over and over again, but when tradition is made (0 have the
Tast word on the course of the church, that is when the Armenian Evangelics
‘Church needs to re-evaluate its life.

The tradition of the Armenian Evangelical Church is first and fore-
‘most the Holy Scriptures, as the first Armenian Evangelical reformers declared.
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shmﬂdmhanddommegmvestmmcﬁrmanﬁvmgelmlmm
could commit against its own position.

The Armenian Evangelical priority for involvement is determined by
umepeople.gwups.wtacxmmagettommaagmtmmchfeofm
church. But it is not the religious environment, political climate, and traditions
of the past alone that determine that agenda. It is also the committees that over-
see the life of the Armenian Evangelical Church, the pastors that have the role
ot teaching in the church, and, 1o a considerable extent, the interests of the
members of Armenian Evangelical congregations.

There are two principles that need to be taken into consideration in the
discussion of the involvement of the Armenian Evangelical Church in the
affairs of its socio-political environment: fiest, it is the church itself that should
decide what is worth getting involved in. In this way it guards itself against
becoming a mere instrument in the hands of political parties and autocratic
leaders that could derail it from its course. But sgcond, despite its familial and
ethnic nature, the church, and the Armenian Evangelical Church, specifically,
isan“npensystem"‘hisneuherclwedasasocmenmaonsxtclosedas.a
religious entity. It acknowledges that all social and outer forces within the
mahofwhichllﬂmcdonsm'eurealasﬂwswimal. theological and inner
realities within which it exists. The answer to these two considerations can be
snmadmdinthefactummemMcofmeScﬂptwesismefmandfo:e-
most authority of the Armenian Evangelical Church, and that mandate is to go
and preach the gospel 10 the whole world.*3Sa the choice of the church should
be one of a thorough knowledge of and dedication to the welfare of the envi-
ronment it exists in. In other words, the church should set the agenda of
mvolmntasiﬁnmmmemmdamofme scriptures and as it gets 1o know
its neighborhood, but it does that as a resull of its obedience 1o the scriptural
mandateandm:uwsakaofmewwm.andmfmitsowusumm.Thesm%
vival of the church can only be a by-product of its living out of its mission.

BEING 'CHURCH' MEANS INVOLVEMENT

So what should the Anneninnﬂvangdical Church inspire its youth o
‘minvolvediu?

Fiml.fmthechmhmbenmmaSunmyacﬁvuy.ummmm
the people whiere they are in their daily lves, in the workplace, home, school,
‘olnbmmm. Therefore the church should be involved iuallmﬁsmm-
bers are already involved in in their lives,

‘Second, the church needs 10 encourage its members to be involved in
jnllthms? embers consciously or unconsciously neglect for selfish reasons.
_ Third.lhechmchshouldencowagemvolvcmmmaIIIMam
both the narrow identities and the wider identity of the youth. The church needs




1o humbly admit that it is neither an expert in nor an authority on every human
knowledge and experience. However, a church that aims at presenting a gener-
al outlook on life, if not a ‘wholistic education’, can teach the people ways of
thinking about situations and styles ol behaving as well.

What fills the ideological interests of Armenian Evangelical youth?
For some it could be the feeling that they belong to a minority that is not fully
accepted; it could be their activities like sports competitions, music, etc. it
could be a spiritual sense of other-worldliness; or it could be the Armenian
Fvangelical emphasis on such values as education and intimate congregational
life.

The Armenian Evangelical Church often teaches its constituency that
religion alone can fill any and all the ideological interests of a person and that
it is not necessary 1o look outside of the church. But since it is not possible for
the Armenian Evangelical Church to synthesize all the data of its environment,
adichotomy can be created between things that are religious and things that are
not. The Armenian Evangelical Church, by failing to deal with socio-political
issues, may be sending a message that everything the church does not get
involved in is anti-religious or anti-Armenian Evangelical.

Can religion be the only ideology for Armenian Evangelical youth?
No, not the way things have been dealt with in the past of the Church. Religion
cannot be the only source of ideology because so much of the input contempo-
rary youth is gathered from a variety of non-church sources. Here is an illus-
tration,
~ In the 1970's and early 1980's the sentiment among many Armenian
political groups was one of impatience with the silence of the intemational
community with regard to the Turkish massacre of Armenians earlier in this
century. A number of Armenian militant groups (such as the Armenian Secret
Armty for the Liberation of Armenia - ASALA) surfaced, calling for direct ter-
rorist action against Turkish diplomats and official organizations. Bombings
and assassinations were planncd and executed in a number of Western coun-
ries. Following these developments, every Armenian family, at least in the
Middle East, found itself forming an opinion about the propriety of such meth-
ods of retaliation. A majority understood the impatience of the younger gener-
ations and agreed that Armenians had no other option but 1o use violence. A
minority of Armenians, however, found these methods Lo be counterproductive

or morally unacceptable. The Armenian Evangelical Church did not give a for-
mal teaching on the issue, but it was clear that it inherently disagreed with retal-
iatory actions such as these, Surprisingly, many Armenian Evangelical youth,
including some faithful members of the church, agreed with the refaliatory acts
and, in the absence of other methods, found no moral problems with the
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of the most faithful members of the Armenian Evangelical Church have been
getting much of their ideological input from sources other than the church.

It is not realistic 1o expect the Ammenian Evangelical Church to be the
sole provider of ideology 1o young people who read literature, watch films, lis-
ten 10 songs, tatk to neighbors, evaluate history and enter careers, none of
which is the product of the Armenian Evangelical Church and its 'educational’
agmm.Rehgion.formmenmnEvangelmlsmnmmchy:deology Non-
religious worldviews and outlooks seem o have as powerful an impact on
Armenian Evangelical youth as religious oncs. In fact, Erikson is on targel
when he explains that "ideologies take over where religion leaves off, present-
ing themselves as historical perspectives on which to fasten individual faith and

collective confidence."3® For Armenian Evangelical youth, their church does
mmwwaymmmmmmmmumyumwmambe
expected to.

As long as the Armenian Evangelical Church neglects such important
aspects of its youth as the political, then, it cannot be the one institution 1o
guide their onientation in life, even if it claims 10 provide a multi-dimensional
education. In fact, the Armenian Evangelical Church cannot become the sole
provider of ideology for its youth no matier what it does. Individual lives, how-
ever communal they may be, are open to uncontrollable and often undetectable
influences from their environment. But all this does not and should not mean
that the Armenian Evangelical Church cannot play a more prominent role in the
formation of the ideological dimension of its members' lives, if for no other rea-
son, then for the fact that ideology for human beings is intertwined with the
innermost being, existential concerns, feelings, and self and other-perception of
the youth. To put it clearly, religion needs (o be tumed into faith commitments
that encompass all of life.

What we have been discussing here is what basically Armmenian
Evangelical youth gey from their church. In other words, we have been trying
to examine how deep the teachings of the Armenian Evangelical Church can
penetrate into the lives of the people. and we have been trying 1o see whether
and how the Armenian Evangelical Church is the provider of identity and ori-
‘entation in life even in such aspects as the political.

- Instead of asking: "Inspire involvement in what?" we should rather
ask: "How deep into the lives of its members does the Armenian Evangelical
Cmmhwamwpenm?‘mmmulmapmofmmmm f the
dsmhmwmacmm&gethismmymummmwmw

eriences that are considered a part of the lives of the people..
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

While dissatisfied with the over-nationalism of other groups, such as
the Armenian Apostolic Church, the Armenian Evangelical Church is required
to show how, then, one can express nationalistic feelings, exhibit political
awarcness and social responsibility, and remain faithful to the message of the
gospel. My overview of aspects of the life of the Armenian Evangelical Church
has held that what the church needs is the translation of the Gospel it preaches
into all the everyday struggles of the people, not only the ones that have been
addressed in the past. Hopefully this will lead into better awareness of the
wider issues that exist in society and that affect its membership directly or indi-
rectly. It is wrong to assume, however, that the church has a proper grasp of the
Gospel and that all it lacks is some convenient way of implementing it. There
cannot be a separation between these two. The Armenian Evangelical Church
may be exemplary in how it manifests social responsibility in certain aspects
such as working with the elderly, the economically underprivileged, the chil-
dren, and so forth. On the other hand, all Armenian Evangelical pastors and
parishioners would agree that the church needs a renewal of its dedication to
the basic and simple principles of the gospel of Christ to avoid becoming only
yet another Armenian religious institution. So the matter concerns both a
renewed grasp of the Gospel and a critical appraisal of how the Gospel is lived
out.

These pages cannot single-handedly propose how the Armenian
Evangelical Church can be faithful to its raison d'®ue, but it certainly can
underscore the necessity for addressing at least one aspect of the life of
Armenians, namely, their national and political life seen through the lenses of
a faithful church.

For a change to happen the church first needs to start systematic dis-
cussions about its cmbeddedness in and responsibility toward its Armenian and
non-Armenian environment.*7 Only later can the church discuss how it is refat-
ed or not related to other cburches, political organizations, the Republic of
Armenia, and various Middle Eastem countries where it exists. The technolo-
gy of doing this is beside the point. Primary is the conviction that the church
has larger responsibilities than it has traditionally assumed, and that its mem-
bers are going to be unavoidably receptive to the ideological and political input
of their environment whether the church likes it or ol

~ What I have been discussing is not so much that the church should
speak out, as much as it is raising Armenian Evangelical youth to be prepared
10 see the political realm as a dimension of their social and religious life that
Tam not proposing that the church should take a position on every sin-

gle issue that strikes society. That is a secondary issue if we consider the fact
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that the church is usually silent about political agenda altogether. 1 am propos-
ing, however, that the church provide ways of thinking, believing, bebaving
and speaking about various aspects of social life. The church cannot control all
that makes its way into the Armenian Evangelical individual's life but it can
cerainly help the believer discern how 1o respond and evaluate 1o them, from
Mva&mﬂnﬂlﬁnmﬂof&mwtywmym This is part of the
reforming and transforming character of the Church.
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