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On July 1. 1846, thirty-seven Armenian men and three Armenian women
established the Armenian Evangelical Church in the "mission chapel” at Pera,
Istanbul (then Constantinople). Four years later, on November 27, 1850, the Ot~
toman Sultan Abdul Medjid granted formal recognition to the newly established
Church. The result: a permanent breach between the Armenian Apostolic
Church and the Armenian Evangelical Church.

Three groups of people were involved, directly or indirectly, in the rise and
development of the Armenian Evangelical Church. These three were the refor-

mists in the Armenian Apostolic Church, the American Protestant missionaries,
and the Armenian Patnarchate of Constantinople (Istanbul).

The Reformist Group in the Armenian Church

The first important group to play a decisive role in the nise of the Armenian
Evangelical Church was the reformist or "spiritually-awakened” group in the
Armenian Apostolic Church. It represented the religious counterpart of the Ar-
menian secular Renaissance associated with the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. Tt was a period that marked a rebirth of intellectual life and a
renewal of interest in the world outside the Armenian enclave. It paved the way
for a great awakening in the social, economic, and religious realms.

Several factors and forces initiated the changes that provoked the Ar-
menian Renaissance. The first and foremost of these was the Armenian Mekhi-
tarist Order.! Abbot Mekhitar, an Armenian scholar and clergyman who em-
braced Catholicism in 1695 and founded the Mckhitarist Order in 1701, became:
one of the great benefactors of Armenian culture and scholarship. He was one of
those rare geniuses who make unique contributions in the service of mankind
once matlmsandyema&rswumdbyboththemmemnmtﬁarchateandme
Ottoman government, he found refuge in the French Consulate at Cons-
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tantinople, and later left for Rome. In 1717 he was given the little isle of St. La-
zarus [Lazzaro] in Venice where he opened his monastery. The Mekhitarist
Monastery became an intellectual center. In 1773, the Order was divided. and
one segment founded another monastery in Vienna, Austria, which became ano-
ther important educational and cultural center *

Besides being important links between the Armenian people and Euro-
peans, the Mekhitarist Centers produced scholarly works on the grammar of
classical and modern Armenian, laid the foundations of modern Armenian his-
toriography and the publication of periodicals, compiled the first scholarly Ar-
menian dictonanes and introduced many non-Armeman languages to Armen-
ian readers through the multilingual grammars they published. Also, by estab-
lishing an extensive network of schools, the Mekhitarist fathers played an im-
portant role in the realm of education. Their cultural contribution fostered the
reawakening of interest in the Armeman diaspora, particularly in the Caucasus
and Turkey. In short, the Mekhitarists were both catalysts and propagators. In
the process of becoming agents of change, their publication in Latin, French,
German, Italian, and English languages brought the Armenian people to the
forefront of European thought.

The second contributory impetus to the Armenian intellectual Renaissance
was the revival of the Armenian press, The first Armenian periodical was pub-
lishd in 1793, in Madras, India, by Father Shmavonian. It marked the opening
of a literary floodgate. New papers and new books in Armenian began to appear
in great numbers. Several new printing presses and publishing houses were es-
tablished in various important Armenian centers.’ This lively and exuberant
age produced an enormous amount of literature. The number of Armenian Ca-
tholic publications alone were legion. Parallel to this literary floodgate was a
flowering of the fine arts: music, drama, and an.

The third imporiant factor was the opening of Armenian institutions of
higher learning. Among these the most noteworthy were the Lazanan Institute
in Moscow (1815), the Nersesian School in Tiflis (1824). and the Academy of
the Armenian Patriarchate in Istanbul (reopened in 1827).4

The fourth potent force was the influence of European culture on Armenian
voung people. In the carly part of the nineteenth century many young Ar-
menians went to Europe, particularly to France, in pursuit of higher education.
There they were cxposed to a variety of revolutionary movements - industrial,
scientific, economic, and philosophical, that shaped the destinies of the people
of the European continent. These influences also played an mﬂumbutpmer
ful role in the lives of Armenian intellectuals. Developments in science and in-
dustry in Europe ushered in the "New Age", accelerated the rate of change. and
created a knowledge explosion. The latter affected not only the economics, po-
litics. and culture of continental Europe. but also those who were exposed to 1t,
including the Armenian scholars who were being educated in the capital cities

of Europe,
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Another far-reaching effect was in the field of philosophy which, along
with the scientific revolution, heightened the political consciousness of the
masses and gave rise 1o constitutional government in several countries. The spi-
rit of the age was to question the traditional concepts of absolutism in favor of
freedom of thought, speech, and press. This skepticism and these aspirations
formed part of the imellectual legacy that Armenian expatriates imported when
they returned home. Having been exposed to European ways, the Armenian
intellectuals became "the leaven in the lump” by bringing about a new lifestyle,
affecting changes in economic, social, and cultural fronts, clevating the intel
ectual and social levels of their compatriots, and triggering a genuine desire to
build a better socicty. Thus, the soil was fertile and ready for a religious awa-
kening, because "this revival of thinking on all fronts suggested a parallel re-
vival in the religious arca ... and braver souls deeply felt the need to revitalize
the traditional Armenian Church **

These braver souls, members of the Armenian community of Istanbul in the
1820's, were the first to give expression to these feelings. The religious revival
in the Armenian Apostolic Church owed its existence in large measures to the
Patriarchal Academy of the Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul, The Academy
was founded in the middle of the eighteenth century by Patriarch Hagop Nalian.
It was subject to a sporadic existence. It was closed in the early 1760's and re-
opened in 1768. In 1826 it burned to the ground but opened once more in 1829
under the principalship of the learned Krikor Peshtimaldjian ¢ A scholarly lay-
man and an author of several important educational works, Peshtuumaldjian is
considered the greatest pioneer in the reform movement of the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church prior to the advent of the Protestant reformers.” Almost all of the
carly Armenian Evangelical Church reformers were graduates of his Academy.
Among the most notable of these reformers were three Armenian Apostolic
pricsts - Der Kevork, Der Vertanes Yeznakian, and Der Haroutune Baghda-
ssarian. There were also prominent laymen: Abissoghom Eutudjian and Hov-
hannes Der-Sahakian, who later became leaders of the Armenian Evangelical
Church ® The reformists became critical of the church and the clergy. They be-
gan to criticize apenly the theology, rites, and rituals of the Armenian Church,
to the extent that they accused her of losing her oniginal New Testament simp-
licity and purity ® and insisted that the Church ought to be cleansed of her
corruption and the Gospel be substituted for "human inventions."'?

In 1836 the reformists established a secret society named Barepashtoutian
Miabanoutune  (The Society of Piety), in order to reform the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church.!! The organization of this Society may properly be said to mark
the beginning of Armenian Evangelicalism.'? The twelve reformists who orga-
nized the Society of Piety did not think of themselves as founding members of a
new church. For them the Reformation was a renewal of the ancient Armenian
Apostolic Church. They claimed that the Armenian Apostolic Church was at
variance with the Bible and the faith of the ancient church. By reason of the
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secular cares and concerns which had been thrust upon her as guardian of the
Armenian people, she had neglected the fundamental aspects of the Christian
Gospel.!® Theologically, the reformists thought of themselves as exponents of
the authentic Armenian Apostolic tradition from which, they argued, the Apos-
tolic Church had departed. To the reformists, in their "Mother Church” the
Gospel was lost and its efficacy impaired in an imricate maze of non essentials.
They demanded that the Gospel be restored, and that the Church in Armenia
“return to its ancient purity and simplicity. "4

Armenian Evangelicals:

The Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul characterized the "self proclaimed
reformers” as hirclings of the American missionaries who. by this time, were
well established among the Armenians.!® The Patriarchate charged that the
dissenting element was being used by the American missionaries 1o challenge
the teachings of the Armenian Apostolic Church.'® Avedis Berberian, chief
clerk and learmed spokesman of the Armenian Patriarchate, itemizes some of
the contentious disclaimers of which the reformers stood accused:

... the declaration that the Gospel (Avetaran) was the sole authonty in reli-

gion and morals;
.. the refusal to accept the transubstantiation during the celebration of
Mass of the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ;

... the refusal to believe in the mediation of the saints;

... the rejection of confession of sins to the priest;

. the refusal to venerate pictures of the saints !7

Although angry, the ecclesiastical leadership of the Armenian Church
at first used ﬁimdlypemmmontowmmereformxstsmandtosﬂemcmwe
who were "rocking the boat" and challenging the Church.'® One such per-
suasive technique, for example, was the offer of a larger salary 10 the leader of
the reformist group - Cantor Abissoghom Eutudjian - than he was receiving as.
an employee of the missionaries 17

At the same time, many sympathizers of the missionaries, some of whom
were denying their allegiance to their Mother Church because of the material
considerations provided by the missionaries,2’ were personally questioned by
the Patriarch. In addition, he spent about thirty-cight thousand Turkish piasters
tommeymhdmummgmghmcmﬁmm" :

When mmmmﬂﬂeimmmmm:mmmmd
a series of debates in order 1o win back the dissidents. The chief spokesman of
the Armenian Apostolic Church in these debates was the learned teacher Hov-
hannes Teroyents Chamoorjian, opposed by Abissoghom Eutudjian representing.
the reformists. These debates did not achieve their intended purpose, so the Pat-
riarch was forced to cancel them in favor of another technique. namely, public.
sessions under his supervision calculated to enlighten those who were in doubt
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and to influence them to accept the validity of the teachings of the Armenian
Church.?? These debates, held in the patriarchal complex, also proved to be a
failure,

Then Patriarch Choohajian resorted to a sterner measure against those who
were questioning the teachings and authority of the Church: he demanded that
they sign a statement, known as the "Paper of Recantation”, prepared by the
Patriarchate.>* This document constituted an admission of a guilt, a confession
of "sin" committed against the Apostolic Church.?# Furthermore, those who
signed the "Paper of Recantation" had to admut to "the soul-destroying doctring
of the new scctaries” (i.c., the American misionarics), had to pledge their alle-
giance to the Mother Church. and had to make a vow accepting spiritual and
temporal punishment should they return to their "former impious way."2*

Immediately following the "Paper of Recantation”, the Patnarch prepared a
detailed statement of faith in the form of questions which were to be signed by
those who had "doubtful standing” in the church. The early Armenian Evan-
gelical 2I;ismxiau Stepan Eutudjian calls this mine-article document, "The New
Creed.”

Each article of "The New Creed” started with the question “Do You Con-
fess?" to which the penitent was required to answer affirmatively. Thus, signa-
tories to this document confessed that:

-- Salvation is not by faith alone but by good works as well.

- The Church militant is infallible.

- The Church has seven Sacraments which can be administered only by

ordained clergy (catholicos, bishop, or priest).

-- Baptism and confession of sins before a priest are absolutely indispensa-
ble for one's salvation.

-- Whoever does not partake of Holy Communion, whch is the true body
and blood of Christ, is under cternal condemnation.

- The Virgin Mary, Mother of God, is worthy of adoration, whose inter-
cession, like those of other saints, is acceptable to God and God works
miracles by means of holy relics and the cross.

-- Tobelieve in the Church isto believe in its rite and rituals and every-
thing that has been received by tradition from the apostles and the holy
fathers who succeeded them.

- Inthe Church thercare different offices and grades of authority succe-
sswulyrismg. as reader, deacon, priest, bishop, catholicos; and that the

and catholicoses of every nation are Christ's viceregents (o
rule the Holy Church.

-- Those who preach that error has entered into the Holy Church must be
anathematized.”

These mine articles of faith of the Church, issued by Patniarch Choohajian
on February 4, 1846, were to be signed by the dissidents, or else they were to be
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anathematized and ostracized. The so-called "New Creed" would not allow for
any compromise. This inflexible attitude demonstrated by the spiritual lea-
dership. coupled with subtle economic pressure and persecution, put the "refor-
mists" between anvil and hammer, so much so that they wrote a letter to the
Patriarch to decry the "persecution, privation, accusation, and losses suffered by
them."?® This letter, under the signature of "Persecuted Christians,” was less a
protest than a profession of reformist faith. The letter affirmed that:
- They were true believers of the church of Christ by virtue of their stated
orthodox Christian beliefs.
- They accepted the Nicene Creed and refused to accept doctrine not sanc-
tioned by Scripture.
- They loved their Nation and the Mother Church and deemed it a great
honor and pride to be called Armenian Christian.
-- They considered freedom of conscience a prionity and claimed that they
could not act against their conscience.
-- The letter affirmed that they looked to the Patniarch for mercy and a so-
lution to their hardships and sufferings.2?

Patriarch Choohajian's reaction to this letter was quick, rigid, and uncomp-

romising, He issued a 47 page document in which he stated that:

- There was no persccution against anyone, and that the Church was ad-
monishing the errants,

-= The reformists were contradicting Scripture and that it was his responsi-
bility as the shepherd of the flock "to reform the incorrigible” by infor-
ming the children of the Church not to associate with them and not to
read mtheir literature lest they be deceived by their erroneous doct-
Tines.

Neither the warnings, nor the pressures of the Armenian Patriarchate
changed the course of the reformists. It seemed that both sides were unyielding
and deadlocked. Then Patriarch Matteos Choohajian took the ultimate measure
against the reformists: he published a bill of excommunication and anathema
against them on June 21, 1846, forever barring them from membership in the
Armenian Apostolic Church. When the reformists were expelled from their
Church and deprived of the civil status and protection of the Patriarchate, they
were forced to leave the Mother Church and organize themselves under the ae-
gies of a separate church on July 1, 1846,

The American Protestant Missionaries

The sccond group to play a decisive role in the rise of the Armenian
Evangelical Church was the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
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Missions. This Board, composed of Presbytenan and Congregational mission-
minded people, was one of the earliest missionary societies founded in Boston,
Massachusetts, in 1810 and incorporated in 1812. Its aim was "to evangelize
the heathen in foreign lands ™! One of the Board's prominent mission fields
was the Middle East, where their missionaries began work in 1819 with inst-
ructions to "evangelize” the Jews and Muslims.*? Resistance from these two es-
tablished religious groups frustrated the best efforts of the missionaries, so they
changed their strategy. They turned to native Christian agents to reach the non-
Christians, To this end, they approached various Eastern Orthodox Churches,
such as the Greek, Nestorian, Jacobite, and Armenian [Apostolic] Churches. All
except the Armenian Apostolic Church proved obdurate. Why?

The Armenians seem to have been imbued with a tremendous desire for
learning and social progress. As a result, many of them were more open and
broad-minded toward the American missionaries and their projects. This spirit
of educational progress among Armenians opened the way for closer contact
with the Armenian clergy and lay people*® What was the net result? A per-
manent schism in the Armenian Apostolic Church.

Be that as it may, the first American Protestant missionaries to set foot in
the Middle East were Levi Parsons and Pliny Fisk. These two missionaries led a
mission to Jerusalem in 1820 to evangelize and "impart the heavenly treasure .
to the Jews, Mohammedans, and Pagans "> Two years later, iwo other missio-
naries, William Goodell and Isaac Bird, were sent with specific instructions to
apply "new modes of access and the speediest and most efficacious method of
bringing devine truth into contact with the conscience and the hearts."?* The
missionaries soon came to appreciate, however, the difficulties and problems
associated with converting Muslims to Christiamty. In their Annual Meeting
they reported that the laws of Islamic countries forbade the evangelization of the
Muslims. The pmfﬁsmnofChmtmmlybyaMushmmpumshadbydmh”
Conscquently, in 1829 the Board's Prudential Commitiee resolved to establish a
mission among Armenians of Turkey, with the hope that the "intelligent” and

“enterprising Armenians” might be uustrumantal in exerting "a powerful in-
fluence for good throughout the Turkish empire."?

The mussionaries' carliest contact with the Armemians was in the mid-
1820's, when missionary Goodell met three Armenian ex-bishops: Archbishop
Hngnpmﬂwhwmen}musﬁummmdﬂwhupﬂagmofﬂolm
These three had moved out of St. James Armenian Monastery of Jerusalem in
pmtesla,gamﬁthe "sunken morals of the clergy."*® They were also instrumental
in describing the existing spiritual state of the Armenian Apostolic Church to
the Amumwmﬂ,mmmmmnm&mm
ian masses for education and knowledge of the Scriptures and informed the
m:smmms abmuthemmungpqhumlmdmmlmdmmuftheﬁmmmns

It was not Ieug._ before the American missionaries saw for themselves the
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deplorable psychological, political. social. educational, and religious conditions
under which Armenians lived 1n the Ottoman Empire. They realized that the
Armemans were deprived of political and social organization. In addition to the
loss of their autonomous political life, Chnstian Armenians found themselves
isolated or overwhelmed by the mainstream of their dominant Muslim
neighbours and were forced to adapt to an alien way of life in order to guarantee
their survival against reprisals, humiliation, degradation, and brutality * Ar-
menian females suffered more perhaps than Armenian males % In accordance
with Islamic law, the status of women was only onc degree removed from ser-
vitude. In order to avoid the unwelcome atiention of Muslim suitors, Armenian
girls were marnied off young, onc of many illustrations of expedients adopted
for the sake of survival *! With the exception of those who resided in large ci-
tics, Armenian men and women in the Otioman Empire were left in a state of
ignorance and oppression. Illiteracy and social stagnation were commonplace
when the American missionaries arrived in the provinces during the nineteenth
mmry_ﬂ

From the very beginning, the American Protestant missionarics adop-
ted a policy of evangelization through education.*? In addition to their evange-
lical commitment to preach the Gospel, translate Scripture, and provide publi-
shing and medical services, the missionaries embarked upon a widespread edu-
catonal campaign. The instructions from their Boston-based missionary head-
quarters read: "An improved system of education must be given 1o the people ..
and the missionary must surround himself by the constellation of schools, as nu-
merous as he can effectively superintend. " This plan was implemented with
the organization of numerous schools which played a prominent role in the his-
tory of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire.

The musionary schools opened a new dimension in the educational, cul-
tural, and social development of the Armenian population, despite initial resis-

tance ** With the openmg of the American College for Girls at Istanbul in
1832, the missionaries became pioneers in female education in the Middle East.
These educational misssionary initiatives prompted the Armenian Apostolic
Church to establish its own parochial schools. since, up to that time, Armenian
education was reserved primarily for men who took religious vows %

At first, the leaders of the Armenian Apostolic Church welcomied the en-
deavors of the American Pmtestantnuss:onanes.bmbeforelong:heywmm
conflict. The "Evangelical” theology of the American missionaries led them to
condemn the doctrines and practices of the Armenian Apostolic Church. They
criticized the Armenian Apostolic Church for her "superstitionism, worship of
images, and the doctrine of salvation."*” In fact, one missionary claimed that
“like all the Oriental churches, the Armenian has become exceedingly corrupt
... as with all rigid formalists, the weightier matters of the law and Gospel are
considered of small account compared with the punctilious performance of re-
ligious rites and ceremonies."** Not surprisingly. the leaders of the Armenian
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Apostolic Church objected. They accused the missionaries of leading the Ar-
menian people into heresy *°

Earher, Eli Smith and H.G.O. Dwight, who had made a two-month missio-
nary tour among the Armenians in 1831, criticized the Armenian Apostolic
Church as a "source of intrigues and corruption."*” In addition, they accused
the Armenian Apostolic Church of

- believing in other mediators apart from Christ as the only mediator.

- believing that Baptism and Communion are sufficient for salvation.

- believing in Transubstantiation (i.¢., the changing of the clements of

bread and wine into the real body and blood of Christ).

- maintaining convents which are places of ignorance.

- doing away with preaching

- advocating image worship. %1

Twenty years later, in 1854, Dwight, a co-traveler and colleague of missio-
nary Smith, wrote his own memoirs in which he criticized the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church for introducing "auricular confession; intercession of the saints
and angels; worship of relics; and prayers for the dead "2

‘Such  sentiments and heavy handed proselytizing were hardly reassuring to
the hierarchy of the Armenian Apostolic Church. In addition, the American mi-
ssionanies challenged the existing ecclesiastical system and the basic national
unity of the Armenians. The missionarics rejected the concepl of a church-state
alliance. They were products of a culture where church and state are separated.
The United States Constitution prohibited the establishment of a State Church
or interferences in the practice of religion. The missionaries perceived this spe-
cial church-nation relationship among Armenians as a detriment to evan-
gelization.** They did not understand, let alone appreciate, the fact that the Ar-
menian Apostolic Church played the dual role of State and Church for the Ar-
menian people. They did not understand that the Armenian expenience had not
parallel among European nations. When the Armenian Church lost her tem-
poral partner, the State, she assumed both religious and temporal respon-
sibilities. Hence; anything that threatened the Church was considered a threat to
the Armeman nation. When the missionaries encouraged “desertions from the
‘Armenian Church” to the “evangelical point of view"** the Armenian Church
considered this a serious threat, for the only bond that united Armenians cul-
turally, politically, and spiritually was the National Church.

Furthermore, the Armenian Apostoplic Church questioned the modus ope-
randi of the American Protestant missionaries who had abandened their ori-
ginal policy of non-proselytism and non-interference in the teachings, practices,
and affairs of the Armenian Apostolic Church ** This change of policy was po-
ssibly motivated either by pressure from the home churches for tangible results,
or by the official recognition of the United States government of the treaty
rights of American missionaries in Turkey.*® Whatever their justification, in
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1836 the missionanes embarked upon an aggressive missionary campaign -- a
change that marked a radical departure from their earlier activities limited to
personal contacts to the administration of schools and publications. They or-
ganized an ambitious program of "evangelization” through public worship ser-
vices and preaching on Sundays and during the week.*7 Soon many Armenian
dissidents, inctuding former members of the high-ranking clergy, Bishop Dio-
nysius Garabedian and Bishop Hagopos of Balou, joined the mission church 5%
Later that same year, twelve members of the Armenian Apostolic Church, en-
couraged by the missionaries, established "The Society of Piety" (Barepash-
toutian Miabanoutune) with the purpose of reforming the Armenian Church.*?
The support and protection given by the American missionaries to this new
society led the Armr.'man Apostolic Church to question the intention of the A-
merican missionaries. ®’ These missionaries were hiring and employing persons
considered by the Armenian Church as "undesirable elements.” Bishop Diony-
sius and Bishop Hagopos were discredited among their former colleagues be-
cause they had renounced their celibate vows, yvet they were employed by the A-
merican missionaries.®! Some Armenian Apostolicals were accused of conver-
ting to Protestantism for ulterior motives because overzealous missionaries
provided financial aid to Armenians converted to the “evangelical faith "2

Undoubtedly, the American missionaries alicnated the leadership of the Ar-
menian Apostolic Church. But the main problem lay in the different pers-
pectives embraced by the Armenian Apostolic Church, on the one hand, and the
American Protestant missionaries on the other. The main objective of the Ame-
rican missionaries was to initiate reform in the Armenian Apostolic Church in
order to evangelize Turkey. The Armenian Apostolic Church, however, was
inclined to accept the educational benefits the American missionanes offered
without their Protestant brand of reform or "evangelical” Christianity.

Confrontation seemed ingvitable, especially when the American missiona-

ries started making incursions into the Armenian Apostolic fold. Chopourian
makes the pointed observation that, alarmed at the headway the American mi-
ssion had made among Armemians and fearful that the Protestant incursion
would destroy the bond of union between Church and Nation, the Armenian A-
postolic Church reacted negatively and took strong measures (o obstruct Ame-
rican missionary activities.* In fact, not only the Armenian Patriarchate but the
lay leadership as well, pamcuhrlytbeamiras (the magnates), became very sus-
picious of the motives of the missionaries. ®*

By the late 1830's there was widespread opposition against American mi-

ssionaries not only from Armenians but also from other quarters:

- The Islamic government of the Ottoman Empire, because the bulk of its
population was Muslim, vehemently opposed the spread of Christianity
and missionary expansion;*S

-- The European nations objected for political and economic lusons.“

- The Roman Catholic Church, for centuries engaged in proselytizing acti-
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vities among the Armenians, now saw a rival in the American Protes-
tant missionaries,5’

- The Eastern Orthodox churches felt threatened by the American missio-
naries who, originally committed to work among Muslims and Jews,
now directed their efforts exclusively to the native Christians;®

-- The Russians, as defenders of Orthodoxy, were opposed to any type of
Protestant mission and Western influence in Turkey

The motives of the American Protestant missionarics have been seriously
questioned and severely criticized by some Armenian historians. ™ These Ar-
menians argue that the motives of the missionaries were not so much the spread
of the Gospel (i.c, evangelism) as the spread of American Protestantism (i.e.
proselytism). This accusation is based, at best, on circumstantial evidence. Cer-
tainly, some missionaries may have cherished such a concept, but there is no di-
rect evidence that this was the American Board's official policy. True, the initial
cfforts of these American Protestant missionaries involved some clumsy mis-
takes. But errors should not necessarily be construed as ulterior motives.

Again, other Armenians maintain that the religious tolerance characteristic
of the Armenian Church made her vulnerable to the proselytizing efforts of
foreign missionaries.”" The missionaries, by contrast, claim that their objective
was "to devise, adopt, and prosecute the Gospel among those who are destitute
of the knowledge of Christianity." In fact, the missionaries were under strict
instructions not to proselytize, nor to encourage members of native Christian
churches to abandon their own churches.™ The rationale for the missionarics'
presence was to revive the Armenian Apostolic Church so that she in turn could
reach out to non-Christian groups such as Jews and Muslims.

The debate revolves around the question, "Were the missionaries of the A-
merican Board of Commussioners for Foreign Missions spreading the 'good
news' to the Armenian peole, or were they ‘converting' them to Protestantism?"

Unfortunately, the question of evangelism vs. proselytism remains unre-
solved. In the end, the issue is a matter of personal interpretation. Two views
persist. Some insist that since the Armenians were already Christians and did

not need the good news, they were converted to Protestantism. Their evidence?
The creation of an Armenian Protestant Church.”* Others insist that the early
Armenian Evangelicals were not coerced into changing their religion, nor were
they required to join a foreign Protestant church denomination, non-Evangelical
Armenians consider the Armenian Evangelicals proselytized 7

Whatever the relative merits of these two conclusions may be, the Ame-
rican missionarics rendered invaluable services to the Armenian people, espe-
cially in the amusofodnmon.phlhnthmpy culture, politics, and religion. A
brief assessment of these contributions follows:

Education. Through their cducational institutions, ranging from kindergarten
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to college, the American missionaries supplemented in the nineteenth and early
twenticth centuries the Armenian intellectual Renaissance initiated by the Me-
khitarists in the eighteenth. ™ Education became an attainable goal for all Ar-
menians without discrimination. Thousands of Armenian young peolpe received
their higher education at the American Board's institutions of higher learning 77
Many of them graduated from these schools to assume roles of leadership in the
Armenian community. Higher education became a wviable oplion even for fe-
males who, until the advent of institutions run by the American missionaries,
had been excluded.

The missionary schools produced a large number of educated women who
took their rightful place in society. Female graduates became in turn educators
of the younger generations of Armenians throughout the Armenian community.
In fact, toward the end of the nineteenth century, the vast majority of teachers in
Armenian elementary schools were female graduates and undergraduates from
the American missionary colleges, seminaries and teacher-training institu-
tions.” The status of women was clevated in a male-dominated society as a re-
sult of higher education.

Inseparable from this intellectual revival was a social and political awake-
ning. As Yervant Hadidian rightly observes, "the Armenian democratic edu-
cation by its very nature kindled in the minds of youth the love of freedom and a
better social order."”® American missionary schools also exposed their students
to American and Western thought and lifestyles,

Philanthropy. The American misionaries rendered a most valuable service 1o
the less privileged Armenians by their constant assistance. Through their orpha-
nages, nursing homes, hospitals, and dispensaries they ministered to the phy-
sical nceds of many.% These services were considered means of "preaching the
gospel .. and furthering the spiritual objects of the mission."*! In the interior
pmvilm of Turkey where there were no medical facilities, the health services
provided by the missionaries played a providential role. Countless lives were
saved thanks to the medical skill of missionary physicians and nurses 2
During World War I, when one and a half million Armenians were massa-
cred with unparalleled brutality and another million were uprooted from their
ancestral homeland and driven into the deserts of Syria without benefit of ex-
penenced leaders, the American missionarics assumed the role of Good Sama-
ritans. They mobilized their resources and came to the aid of the battered Ar-
menians. It was thanks to their vision and initiative that the Near East Relief
was organized in 1915. It was a philanthropic and lifesaving institution, second
to none in that part of the world. It embraced and served almost every area of
need: social, educational, physical, and economic. It provided food for the star-
ving survivors of the massacres, rescue homes for girls who had escaped from:
Muslim harems, orphanages, medical care, and relief for the sick. Morcover,
the Near East Relief opened elementary schools fmchrldmnandvomuoml
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schools for young adults, it organized community health and recreational prog-
rams and industrial enterpriscs to teach vanous trades. These services were pro-
vided to "the Surviving Remnant" who found refuge in Synia. Lebanon, Egypt.
Palestine, Iraq and Iran. But the greatest service that the Near East Relief ren-
dered was to provide refuge and education to 132,000 Armenian children, many
of whom became respected citizens of their adopted countries. ®

Literature and Culture. One of the most valuable services the American mi-
ssionarics contributed was the translation of the Holy Bible into modern Ar-
memian (Ashkharhabar) by a competent team of linguists and scholars under the
capable leadership of Elias Riggs. Until the middle of the nincteenth century,
the only Bible available to the Armenians was the classical Armenian (Grabar)
Bible, which none but a small educated clite could read or understand. The
Ashkharhabar Scripture made the Bible accessible to almost all Armenians.

In addition, the American mussionarics published grammars, commen-
tarics, religious books, and educational pamphiets in Armeman. The missionary
press made a great contribution to the development of modern Armeman by
publishing in the vernacular. In this respect also, they were innovators. Though
by the end of the eightcenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries the
use of ancient Armenian had substantially diminished 10 be supplanted by mo-
dern Armenian, ancient Armemian survived in print. Modern vernacular had
only just begun to emerge as a written language. While there were some con-
servative clements who adamantly opposed the use of modern Armenian, there
were many progressive intellectuals who advocated it. The American missio-
naries aligned themselves with these progressive elements, and through their vi-
gorous espousal of the Armenian vernacular they greatly enhanced the Ashkhar-
habar. They also produced a corpus of religious literature destined to provide
intellectual guidelines for decades to come.

Political Freedom and Social Justice. The American missionaries played a
decisive role in the whole area of political freedom and justice for the Armenian
populace in the Ottoman Empire. The oppressive Ottoman rule and the Turkish
government's harassment of Armenians militated against the Armenian mino-
nty in Turkey economically, socially, politically, in so far as their religious life
was concerned.

Because oftheummncalclmmtothwmuauandsandmmrdemnds
for basic human rights, the Turks considered them a political threat. treated
them as second-class citizens, and denied them certain fundamental freedoms.
For more than four centuries, the Armemans in the Ottoman Empire were
forced to live in absolute obedience to Turkish rule. The American missionaries,
coming from a free and democratic country, advocated the principle of the in-
violability of freedom of thought and conscience. This struck a responsive chord
among Armenians who throughout their history had chenished freedom even at
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the cost of their lives.

The American missionaries also contended that education and intelicctual
enlightenment were important ingredients for the realization of a free socicty,
They proudly noted, for instance, that the hiberation of Bulgaria from Turkish
rule was due to the education that Bulganian students received at Robert
College. They sincercly hoped that their other educational institutions would
"provide the same results for 'Ancient Armenia’."®* In 1887 the United States
consul Milno A. Hewett, after a visitation to Anatolia College of Marsovan, sta-
ted that therc was a "growing aspiration for the dignity and advantages of wes-
tern civilization among Armenians due o the education offered by the Ame-
rican institutions of higher learning in Turkey."8*

Furthermore, the American missionaries openly criticized Turkish violation
of the civil rights of Armenians and made frequent appeals to the Western
Powers to intervene on behalf of the Armenians.*6

Religious and Spiritual Values. Finally, the American missionaries made a
contribution to the spiritual realm of Armenians by introducing new methods of
developing a vital Chnstian community, by laying the foundation for the proper
understanding of the role of the laity in the mission of the church, by encoura-
ging Christian outreach, by making the Bible accessible to lay people in a ver-
nacular edition they could read, and by encouraging the study of the Scripture.
Not only did they meet the needs of the emerging Armenian Evangelical
Church, but they also brought about a spiritual revival among the Armenian
people.

In short, the Amencan missionaries made major contributions - cont-
ributions sufficient to ensure them an important place in the cultural history of
the Armenian Nation.

The Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul (Constantinople)

The third important group to play a decisive role in the rise of the Ar-
menian Evangelical Church was the Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul. During
the carly years of the American mission among the Armenians, the leadership
of the Armenian Church had a cordial relationship with the American Pro-
testant missionaries. In 1832 the Armenian Patriarch, Archbishop Stepan, not
‘only received the American missionaries "with great honor”, but even invited
them to participate in an ordination service. In 1835, the principal of the Ar-
menian  Seminary, Peshtimaljian, publicly commended the missionaries for
their educational work. Missionary Goodell as late as November 30, 1835, re-
mmmmmnhapmdmeﬁrmmmmchmngthnm
gelistic work of the American missionaries.®?

There were, undoubtedly. individual Armenians who expressed their hos-
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lility against the Protestant missionaries. For instance. a highly respected lay-
man of the Armenian Apostolic Church, Hovhannes Teroyents Chamoorjian,
publicly criticized Patriarch Garabed for hus cordial treatment of the American
missionaries. ® Up to 1836, however, opposition came from individuals, not
from the Church as such.

Beginning in 1837, the Armenian Apostolic Church changed her policy to-
ward the American missionaries. Both the spiritual and lay leadership came to
the conclusion that the missionaries were violating the trust placed in them.
Hence, they first boycotted the American s::hmls. ordering parents to withdraw
their children ¥ Then they embarked upon a "vigorous persecution” of the A-
merican missionaries.”® These measures underlined the apprehension the
Church felt at the headway the American nussion had made among the Ar-
menians. The number of Armenians abandoning their Church was growing
each day, so much so that by the year 1838 the missionari¢s counted about eight
hundred evangelical converts.?! Another reason for this change of policy was a
belated appreciation of the differences which distinguished the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church from Protestantism ** The Armenian historian and the then clerk
of the Patriarchate, Avedis Berberian, accused the Amenican missionaries of
misleading the Armenians "so that they may accept the Protestant religion "
The Armenian Church which, in the past, had successfully defended her theo-
logy and faith against many “intruders” would not now willingly succumb to
Protestant theological influence. Both lay and spintual leaders of the Armenian
Church became suspicious and fearful that Protestantism could undermine and
destroy the unifying bond between Church and Nation ™4

It is not always casy to maintain a balanced perspective in the midst of con-
tinual change. The tendency is 1o over-react in one direction or another. The A-
merican missionaries, in their zealousness to "revive the Armenian people spiri-
tually”, moved too fast. The Armenian Church, on the other hand, retrenched in
order to maintain the stafus gue on the pious assumption that no change was
necessary or desirable.

This change of attitude toward the foreign missionarics was not surprising.
1t was a natural reaction to a threatening situation very similar to experiences in
the Church's past. The Paulician-Thontrakian movement, for instance. in the
Middle Ages had shaken the Armenian Church. The Paulicians from the se-
venth to the ninth centuries, and the Thontrakians from the ninth to the ele-
venth centuries not only challenged the theology and traditions of the Armenian
Church but denounced her theology, ceremonialism, ritualism, and hierarchical
system as unscriptural,*

The pressure on the Armenian Apostolic Church to conform and submit to
external hmmmtmwmm:tmawtedbymnﬁmmamm
churches. Beginning the seventh century, the Byzantine Empire attempted to
absorb the Armenian nation through religious domination. These efforts re-
sulted in the separation of a small minority of Armenians known as "Horoms"
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or "Armenian Greeks", who pledged allegiance to the Greek Orthodox Church.
This limited success encouraged the Byzantine Emperors to redouble their
efforts to subjugate the Armenian nation. Part of this policy of subjugation was
1o bring the Armenian Church under the Greek Patriarchate, %

The Roman Church also proselytized. Beginning in the eleventh century
and for more than two hundred vears, the Crusaders pursued a policy of attri-
tion, undermining and denouncing the Armenian Church and tryving (o unite
her with the Roman Catholic Church. Like the Byzantine Church, the Roman
Church succeeded in separating some Armenians, whom they called "the Uni-
tors.," from their Mother Church ?7 The activities of the Catholic missionaries
contimued without much opposition until the early part of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Then, in 1820, the Otioman Turks provoked a wave of persecution against
sympathizers and adherents of the Roman Church because they were accused of
disloyalty to the Sultan. The persecution was, however, short-lived thanks to the
intervention of Europcan diplomats.”® Finally, in 1830, the Armenian Roman
Catholics were authorized to organize their own "Millet"

Once burned, twice shy. History appeared to be repeating itself in a time-
honored pattern. In the light of past and bitter experiences, it is not difficult to
understand why the Armenian Apostolic Church, burmed many times and
scarred by each fresh encounter, over-reacted in the face of reforms within the
Church--reforms instigated by foreign elements. The missionary zeal of the e-
vangelists coincided, moreover. with a period of political unrest inimcal to Ar-
menians. The Armenian Apostolic Church was already operating in a climate of
defensive isolationism.

Of course, this attitude of isolation had not grown overnight, and it had not
onginated nor developed without reason. Both ecclesiastical and political
pressures were responsible. The former dated back to the Council of Chalcedon
in 451, The Armenians were at war'% and unable to send representatives who
might have accepted the Council's theological affirmations or spoken on their
Church's behalf. The Armenian Church was criticized for her "heretical" Mono-
physite theology. and later accused of being a "Schismatic” Church.'! The af-
termath of this ecclesiastical vilification persisted for centuries in the form of
coercion and persecution. Political pressures were endemic concomitants of
successive foreign invasions by the Zoroastrian Persians, Moslem Arabs, Chris-
tian Byzantine, Mamluks, Seljuks, and Ottoman Turks. This constant struggle
for self-preservation and perpetuation naturally forced the Armenian Church to
withdraw into her shell every time she felt threatened.

It was a legacy of fear that prompted conservative clements in the Armen-
1an Apostolic Church to see the reformists as "divisive agents of the missio-
narics” trying to "destroy” the Church. Talks over Church reform were treated

‘as disloyalty 10 the Armenian Apostolic Church and met with harsh criticism.
The atmospherce was seeded with dark suspicions, Drastic measures were taken
against the reformists. For example, in 1839 Patriarch Hagopos imprisoned and
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exiled three Armenian priests for advocating reform with the Church.'%2 In
1839, approximately five hundred persons, including some bishops, priests, and
influential laymen, were called up by the Patriarchate for the purpose of exa-
mining their "evangelical views "193

A temporary lull ensued late in 1839 which lasted until 1844 due to poli-
tical conditions in the Ottoman Empire.!%% A second round of persecution be-
gan with the ascension of Bishop Matteos Choohajian to the patriarchal throne
in July, 1844195 His reign was marked by continuous tumult. He was against
reform of any kind, and it was during his administration that the machinery of
the ecclesiastical government was tightened. He embarked upon a campaign to
halt the advance of the reformist movement. Among the measures invoked were
exhortations, a number of public discourses and debates, and pressure tactics. ' %
When these methods failed their intended end, the Patriarch resorted to stronger
measures - such as depriving them of the fellowship and the ordinances of the
Church.'%7 The reformists cited a long list of their grievances: economic boy-
cott, social ostracism, impnisonment without open charge or tnial, the encou-
ragement by the church authorities to disinherit or expel members of the fami-
lies who associated with the American missionaries, and excommunication
from the Church.'%% The Patriarch went so far as fo issue excommunication
decrees  stipulating that adherents of the “evangelical point of view were
accursed and whoever went to visit them were to be made public to the Church
by terrible anathemas. "'

The reformists protested that they adhered to most of the time-honored re-
ligious concepts of their Church. Their dissent lay in the conviction that they
could not compromise the Gospel nor their freedom of conscience. The forty
persons who founded the first "Evangelical Church of Armenia® on July 1,
1846 in Pera, Constantinople, made the following their declaration:

"We accept with reverence our national traditions, sanctified by the blood
of the martyrs. We love the Armenian nation with whole heart and mind. But
the freedom of conscience we consider more precious than all else, and we
shall not allow that authorily, or tradition. or command take away from our
hand the Gospel of Christ ... "0

Armenian Evangelical tnmorians maintain that had the leadership of the
Armenian Patriarchate in Constantinople demonstrated a tolerant attitude, some
imagination, understanding, and flexibilty, thev would not have created a si-
tuation which gave the reform-minded members of the Church little alternative
but to leave their Mother Church and organize the Armenian Evangelical
Church. Some Armenian Apostolic historians, on the other hand, not only dis-
miss this claim, but charge that the Armenian Evangelicals had a "persecution
complex” -~ that the reformists' accusation was totally unfounded and a mere
figment of their imagination. Events do not seem to substantiate this conc-
lusion. There are a number of Armenian Apostolic and non-Armenian histor-
ians who document instances of severe persecution against the Protestants, One

185



respected Armenian historian, Kevork Mesrob, not only describes these per-
secutions but lists more than half-a-dozen reasons for the nise of persecution a-
gainst the protestants.'!!

The argument that fewer reformists would have been prompted to leave
their Church had Patriarch Matteos Choohajian shown greater sympathy to
their aspirations 1s debatable. The odds against such an outcome seem high be-
cause conviction and consciene are human attributes which give life meaning
and purpose. Dispassionate observers of these unhappy times can only regret the
departure from the Mother Church of so many reform-minded people and hope
that the Kingdom of God was better served by commitment to strongly held and
decply felt convictions than by compromises that negated the dictates of con-
science.

It is a fact that for the Armenian Patnarchate the theological non-confor-
mity of the reformists was synonymous with religious and national disaffection.
Moreover, the instinctive fear of new experiences cried out against any change.
It was so casy fo cling to the status quo because it was safe and secure. The Pat-
niarchate would much rather live with things as they were than run the risk of
change.

Furthermore, the Armenian Patriarchate saw in the reform movement the
meddling influence of the misionaries in the internal life of their Church: an in-
trusion. The intruders in this case were foreigners with a completely different
theological and psychological background, who had a tradition of anti-epis-
copacy and anti-ceremonialism, who had no appreciation of the rites, rituals,
and theology of the Armenian Apostolic Church, had the "arrogance” to claim
that they were the bearers of “eternal truth” bringing "light to the darkness."!!?
Besides. the historical, intimate nature of the relationship of the Armenian A-
postolic Church and the Armenian Nation was such that it was unlikely that a
“foreign and imported” religious faith could have been accepted as better than
the Armenian Apostolic brand of Christianity, which had sustained the Nation
from the fourth century on.!'® The slightest deviation from the beliefs of the
Armenian Church was considered a "betrayal” and a threat. One can therefore
see why the “reform-ideas” of the reformists were not tolerated and why even-
tually the "separation” became inevitable, leading to the establishmient of the
first Armenian Evangelical Church.

It was regrettable that Armenian Evangelicals and the Church of their
affections were thus compelled to separate. It would have been of great advan-
tage 1if some solution other than division could have been found; under these
circumstances, it scemed impossible then to find that kind of an alternative.
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2118 UBhESUruLubLNheb Uy
TUVHEL

(LUdndnhir)

JBM-0us. Uil L. rahehubly

Fown Awppp jpumG wwph wnwy, 1 8mipu 1848-pG, Mnjun)
Phpwjp UdbppytiwG Uhupnwpulwl dwwemnpi ke Apdp gpaitigun
2wy WibrwpwlwlwlG BytntghhG: Lwih dp wwph king, 27 Unjhd-
ptip 1850 pouwlpp bp Yuubpwlput Apmfupmwimf’ Unyypwi Uupapyg
Uk GwlGwymd pGnpfikg Gnp GWytinkghhl o AwdwGpehG:

Thwd Ep dw) Bihnwpubuljuimepmip:

unp sbp pwpdnudp uwluyl: Vo puwlunftwly dp Yupg Up
mdlp ApUGuwilpwl nbp hwrnughf Qw; Unbrwpwlulwi Cupdndh
gnjunndpl Ukp: Dwlop Ywd whdwlop wyn mdtpkl dhp. Qwhwl
Eouphiiwt Rou mundGuuppmplwG Gp §p pupdGl php judpunn-
poudGlip, npnfip AinmtG Ywd dowkG wnplGymhigwG fwing dks Lwy)
Unbvnwpwlwlywt SwpdmdpG, winp qupgugndhl by YJugduanpni-
UpG: UGnGgut wnwphGl bp pwpblupghyGhpet wil junidpp, np Yp
thwipwptp npnz pwpbGnpngmy vp hpugnpdty dwy Bllingptt Ghpu,
apYypnpnpe Uphudinunptl Oudwlbwt Buupmpml fwwwd wibphljugh
whupnGuipGtipp, npnlip hnpowbwy hphtg uyqplwlipul dpwughpp hpw-
gnpdtny Ywhdhmuubnpbiul o dnjupuwlubmpiub pphunnGEne-
phiwi njup wnwGlpn’ pupdwt UabuupubuluGmphip mupudtn
w2 uwuGehG wpntl puy pphuwnGiug fujmpbGEi Ghpu, b kppap-
ne Munnphuppp, Mwephuppupubp b ynpuwfugeeiuG wdpogw-
YwG hunp, npnGp Awy YpoGhG, wqghl, winp dpwynmehG b Enyehwt
wpwhywGmyuhG fwdwp pupkipn pGpwgphl hphlg jwnwpwgmgud
Thlymuwgmdm| W wwhywiomuiuimpbwdp hphiip qppliip guwG
Aujungpmptwl dp Ut GopwdGmbn G Ywgdwinpmnn  mdhpn:
UG pt tnw pujumad dp plndts bptip wju mdbpnG' h°Gy thnye np
uyqpGuljut ppowbhG Qwy GyhntighG Auwulugnpmpliuaip dowbhigwt
dhupnGupululmptwl phipwd  GopmphGiipmE Jwluwbny winp
yppulwl, puuwhupulpulpul, mundGuiuG, dwimpuhl W
fuGudwnupulul grpdmGEnphw: :

UwiyuyG pnunm] b yupn biwG wwpptipmpmGGhpp, npnip wi-
swinnidh whwnh wnwgGnpnthG fw pupkiwpghyGlipp b dwing nw-
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