ARMENIAN NATIONALISM
AND THE
EVANGELICAL MOVEMENT!

MANUEL M. JINBASHIAN

The establishment of the Evangelical Church of Armenia on 1 July
1846, is an event of historic significance and like all events that happen in his-
tory, it could not have happened in a vacuum; there should have been a num-
ber of underlying and immediate causes that produced it. One should try to find
out what were these causes. I present this paper not as some kind of “apology”™
for the establishment of the Evangelical Church of Armenia, nor as a polemic
against the Armenian National Church. I must, however, acknowledge that
objectivity in historical research is a rare commodity. Even the primary sources
quoted as reliable witnesses are often very subjective.? I doubt that I will be
able to shed new light to the on going debate, because the field is well worked
over.

I am sure whatever | say will satisfy neither the proponents nor the
opponents of the establishment of the Evangelical Church of Armenia. Division
in the body of Christ is a violence against the unity of the Church whatever the
causes of that separation. Debates and war of words do not resolve any con-
flicts in human relationships; it is only love that in time can heal the wounds
left on the body of Christ, and even 5o the scars remain. We as Evangelicals
need to show greater love and open mindedness toward the National Church
despite all that happened a century and a half ago. The ties that bind us wgeth-
er are far stronger than those that separate us. The theological, cultural, lin-
guistic and ethnic common ground that is found between us is far greater and
more significant than the differences we have.

Having said the above, 1 must hasten to add that the Church is not a
human institution, We can study the causes and consequences of the establish-
ment of a Church but there is more to it than simple historic accidence. The
Church is a divine institution; it is established and founded by God (I Thes
2.14; 1 Cor 3.11, 19). Hence the Church belongs to God. She is One, Universal
- i.e., Catholic - and Holy. This unity is not an asithmetic sum of the various
congregations or dioceses but an organic unity which links each believer
Christ and hence to one another (I Cor 1.9; 1 John 1.3). The establishment of
the Evangelical Church of Armenia should not be looked at as being a simple
“historic event but as a divine intervention and an expression of His will.
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Despite the fact that the Church is local and has the ethnic, linguistic,
cultural, and social imprint of its members (1 Cor 1.2, 11 Cor 1.1) she is
Universal. The opposite of universality is not to be local but to be denomina-
tional. Worshipping in Armenian, Arabic or English does not contradict her
universality, nor the fact that she is found in many geographic locations change
the nature of the Church. She is in this world but she is not of this world, hence
she is holy, separated and dedicated to her Lord.

One needs to clarify some misconceptions that are found in books and
articles written on the establishment of the Evangelical Church of Armenia. It
has been the bone of contention on both sides. The defenders of the opposing
sides have put forth emotional and forceful arguments trying to justify their
position and condemning the opponent. This has led to a degree of subjectivi-
ty and polemical spirit whid:mnmmplab!cmscmwmmwh The
Evangelicals insist thal their movement was an indigenous, a reform and
revival movement whose underlying causes are 1o be found in the state of the
National Church of the time. They further claim, that the immediate cause of
the separation was the persecution of the Evangelicals at the hands of the

Patriarchs and their excommunication from the National Church? The
Orthodox authors, on the other band, insist that the establishment of the
Evangelical Church was the work of foreign missionaries and had nothing to
do with church reform or revival.4

Some truth is found in the assertions of both sides, But both sides miss
the point by persisting in their argumentative positions. To say that our side has
committed no fault and that all the mistakes are on the other side is a totalitar-
ian frame of mind which leads us no where. As 1 said above, there is not one
cause that brought about the separation, and it should not be considered in
human linguistic categories only. The break was not the result of a single cause
nor of human causes alone but through the divine Will.5 Parallel to the exter-
nal canses there arose a movement of spiritual significance, the need for reform
and revival within the National Church. If we separate the birth of the
Evangelical Church of Armenia from the outer causes and reforming move-
ments within, we distort the facts of history.

One should not judge what happened a hundred and fifty years ago in
mugnzmmﬁmmmmmemmmamchy ‘Now we
are living in an ecumenical age when both the Armenian Orthodox Church,
with its two branches (Etchmiadzin and Cilicia), and the Armenian Evangelical
Church with its three unions (Middle East, France and North America) are
members of the World Council of Churches, s well as the MiddleEthouucil
of Churches. T am convinced that the sep Mmaﬂm;d‘wﬂmr@of
Ammwouldadbavemkmplmeﬁmmmmmmm
of spirit and the depth of mind of H. H. Garegin I of All Armenians, and H. H.
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Aram 1 of the Great House of Cilicia, both of whom are highly educated and
ecumenical minded ecclesiastical hierarchs; both are Catholicoi of highest
integrity, with large enough hearts to bear all Armenians irrespective of their
~confession or political affihation. I have personally known both of them and
have had dealings with them, both before and after they became Catholicos.
History, however, cannot be rewritten, the clock cannot be tumed back. We
have to accept the tums of history as they are and try to see where do they lead.
History is the best teacher il we are eager students ready to learn,
As a result of the undercurrent of discontent and demand for reform,
a small group of the disciples of Grigor Peshtimaljian, both laymen and priests®
came together in 1863 to form a group interested in religions revival and
renewal known as The Society of the Pious.” This socicty was headed by
Hovhannes Ter-Sahakian until 1842 when he left to the United States for theo-
logical studies and Abisoghom Utujian, the older brother of Rev. Stepan
Utujian, succeeded him as the head of this Society. The members of the Society
of the Pious were men of integrity, with impeccable moral character, deep spir-
itual experience and were fervent servants of the National Church.
The testimony of Rev. Stepan Utnjian, concerning his eider brother
Abisoghom, is very touching:
“During the five yearly religious festival® he would always go (o confes-
sion and then partake of the communion. On the eve of these five festi-
vals, he would spend the whole night in prayer. Next to his bed one could
see the Psalter, the Nareg, the book of the liturgy and the book of chants.
He would wake up his parents and brothers and ask for their forgiveness
for the sins committed against them and then he would go to church to
partake of the communion." Then he adds, “He could indeed say like the
apostle that as 1o righteousness under the law blameless ™
The members of the Society of the Pious were interested in becoming
aleaven for the renewal of the Church. They were interested in prayer and read-
ing of the Bible; 1o develop a spirituality based not on the performance of the
ritual demands of their religion but on the study of the Bible and prayer. They
dndnoloomderthmsdmaslaymsmeromdamn of a new church but as an
instrument for the revival of the whole nation. 1% 1 must underling the fact that
Jhﬁydiduotwmmbre&lnmththeﬂammlﬂhmhmdes{ahlmhamw
Evangelical Church of Armenia. Utujian says:
“Leli_tsuiﬁoe for us to say here this much, that the Mission, when it first
jved. ¢ ground ready. There was among our Nation a Grroup of
nlmwm%mwmwmwmmwmémm
ed them in working and co-operating with them for the illumination
and reform of the majority of our Nation.!
Even under the severest of persecution and hardship imposed on them
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by the Patriarch, the enlightened individuals did not want o leave the National

Church. In their response to the Patriarch's new confession of faith, in a letter

dated 22 January 1846, they gave a summary of their confession of faith and
concluded with the following words:

“We are Armenians by nationality and Christians by faith or religion.

Loyal subjects of the Ottoman government, Nevertheless, if we have

erred in some religious or political matter -for we do not regard ourselves

as being infallible - if you could indicate 10 us where we have gone

wrong, we would be willing to accept.. But we cannot work against our

conscience for fear of God
We remain Your Beatitude,
Your well wishing, persecuted Christian subjects.”12

It was this Society of the Pious that later became the nucleus of the
Evangelical Church of Armenia.

The way in which the founders of the Evangelical Church of Armenia
called themselves has always intrigued me. The form of the name follows
exactly the model of the Armenian National Church. The National Church is
called “Hayastanyaytz Arakelakan Yekeghetzi,” rendered functionally it means
“The Apostolic Church (of those) of Armenia" The Evangelicals when asked
what do they want to call their church they replied, “Hayastanyaytz
Avetaranakan Yekeghetzi,” meaning, “The Evangelical Charch (of those) of
Armenia.”!? They changed one word in the title "Arakelakan-Apostolic” to
“Avetaranakan-Evangelical.” One should ask why?

THE ROLE OF THE MISSIONARIES

It would be wrong (o give the impression that the missionarics did not
have an important role in the rise and development of the Evangelical
Movement. They did! Unfortunately, however, we see a dichotomy in the pol-
icy statements of the American missionaries toward the Armenian Church and
their actions. On the one hand we find the official declaration of the American
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions which is clear and categoric,
that they are not interested in establishing a separate Evangelical Church. Let

us quote the statement of James 1. Barton, the secretary of ABCFM:
onanes to the Armenians and Greeks were not sent to
es Of (0 separate out those who should accept education
in the vernacular. Their one supreme endeavor was (o
s and Greeks work out a quiet but genuine reform in

.
R
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Barton further asserts that the purpose of the missionaries was not 1o
establish an Armenian Evangelical Church but to spread the New Testament in
the vemnacular tongue among the Armenians, and help them reform their
National Church under their own leadership.'> And when the break came, it
was against the wishes and effort of the missionaries, !¢

Contrasted 1o the above stated intentions we see a contradiction in the
reports the missionaries were sending back 1o their board in which they were
extremely critical of the Armenian Church, its beliefs, rituals and hictarchy.!7
William Goodell himself was very critical and waited for the time when the
Armenian National Church would be completely changed'® and says:

Like all the Oriental churches, the Armenian had become exceedingly
ommptltmalnmtwhoﬂygmnuptosupmﬁmnmﬂw%us
worship of saints.,."1?

Goodell, despite the policy of non-proselytism, was encouraging
mmyAmmmswleamehumhandfmmmeuumandwhmﬂmm
came, he expressed great satisfaction 29 Similarly, Dwight seemed 1o be indif-
ferent to the possibility of a separation. It looks as though he encouraged the
members of the Society of the Pious to be intransigent in their attitude when
Patriarch Mattheos tried to find ways of bringing the two sides together, 2!

One does not need (o doubt the sincerity of the missionaries. I would
£0 a step further and grant them the benefit of the doubt in their criticism and
say that despite all the virulent criticism, their policy was not to proselytize,
However, this does not mean that policy statements or declarations done by
missionaries, and actions that the missionaries undertook in the field were com-
patible, One can sow the seeds but he cannot control the consequences. Let us
not forget the words of our Lord, one cannot put the new wine in old wineskins
(ML 9.17).

issionaries asserted that they did not intend 1o set up a
wmrmﬁvmlgelicalChurdLmddespmmefmmmeSmmtyofmePiom
was against the establishment of such a separate entity, exactly fifteen years
after the arrival of the missionaries in Constantinople.2Z on 1 July 1846, the
Evmmﬁwﬂmammwsmw“mwskwhw

I cannot accept "pmecmion as being the only or main “cause” for
mmwwmmmwaﬁmmmmmmnmwm
wmmmwlmmMum"wmmmmmm
the determinant factor, Both the excom and persecutions were the
smmormmymmmusmmwmﬁmmm
between the Church and the Nation.” And if we add to that the attitude of the
missionaries toward this “symbiosis” -who regarded it as being the root of all
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the evil - we can sce what an explosive situation it had created. 2
But we Evangelicals are in no position 1o criticize the Armenian
National Church for the symbiotic relation it has with the nation nor do the mis-
sionaries have the moral authority o ¢riticize the Armenian National Church
for the persecution of the Evangelicals. I do not mean to say that the National
Church was justified in using strong-arm tactics in its auempt © win back the
Evangelicals; these are lamentable and unacceptable under any circumstance.
But it is worthwhile o ask to our Western Colleaguoes:
i) What happened 1o the Anabaptists on the European continent, where
are they now? They were wiped out by the Protestants as much as by the
Catholics;
i) If we cross the ocean, the situation was no different in the colonies.
The Puritans and the Separatists joined to form churches that followed
the Congregational pattern. “In principle New England was made up of
Christian commonwealths where Christians controlled both the Church
and the state and where all society was govemed by Christian stan-
dards...at first the Congregationalists in Massachusetts sought o foree
conformity with their conceptions of the Church. Quakers especially
fared badly at their hands."24
All of this was happening in New England a hundred and fifty years
before the coming of the Congregational missionaries to the Middle East.
Catholicos Garegin | Hovsebiants of the Great House of Cilicia - in his
answer to the questions raised by the Rev. G. Adanalian - explains why such
a symbiotic relation had developed between the Church and the Nation among
the Armenians. This symbiosis was not the result of an accident but the out-
come of long historic evolution. 25 We should, however, note that from the very
beginning there was this symbiosis and it was not the outcome of a histonc
evolution as Catholicos Hovsebiants claims. When Christianity was declared
the State religion in the beginning of the 4th century, the Church adapted her-
self to the sociopolitical and territorial structure of the land. Prof. N. Adontz
has summed up the situation superbly with the following words:
“The bitter struggle for the nationalization of the Church in Armenia was
in reality for its nakhararization, for the transfer of nakharar customs into
the ecclesiastical sphere... Wherever the Church was successful in accom-
plishing this, it became nakharar-national, but in the parts of the country
where, under the influence of Imperial policy, it failed or did not see the
necessity of adapting to local forms, the Armenian Church remained
mofﬂnemmwclﬁaaﬁalumcm%wﬁﬂml framework for
events is a fundamental factor in the isolation of the
ArmmmChurchhommeCuhdic Church, regardless of dogmatic prin-

ciphs ordimmmm,"“




Thus the Church conformed 1o the feudal pauern both in her external
hicrarchical structure and in her internal organization. Hierarchically the
Church conformed to the feudal stratification of the noble class, Just as the feu-

dal lords?” ranked in importance according to their thrones?® and dignity,2?
mmﬂarly the bishops had an ascending scale, with the Catholicos forming the
apex. Thus the nationalization and isolation of the Church, brought about even
a closer relationship and almost total union of Church and Nation. To be an
Armenian meant © be an Orthodox Christian; if one is not an Orthodox
Christian, be is not an Armenian.

The question we need (o raise today is: should the situation continue
as it was throughout our history, when we are standing at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, looking toward the twenty first century? or should there come
about a separation of Church and Nation? The answer varies according 1o
which Armenian situation we are referring 10, In Armenia and in the diaspora
the situation is not the same, and therefore, the answer cannol be the same.
When Armenia became independent of the Soviet Union and the Republic of
Auneniawasc&mblished after some hesitation, the government officially rec-
ognized the Evangelical Church as being part of the Nation, but still does not
pcrmhh@ttae#angahmoumthewallsufhﬂchmhcﬂnmmme
situation is a little more delicate, There, beside the Church, the political parties
are playing a key role. These are often ultra nationalistic, revolutionary and
totalitarian in their outlook and governance. There is no place for non-confor-
mity, even from members of the National Armenians let alone the Evangelicals
or the Catholics.

Modem revolutionary nationalism was bom out of the Polish resis-
tance (o the partition of their land between Russia, Prussia and Austria (1772-
1795).30 The French Revolution saw a greater stirring of this sense of nation-
alism, turning it into a passion. Al the outbreak of the French Revolution, in
1789, wopieﬁhmtedwmlamﬁm!%ﬂmnhmmﬂhmmm-
place for such “romantic nationalism” with its political, economic and revolu-
ﬁmmmmammmﬁmgﬂmmmhismamwmw
political party, it is a church. In our constitution and by-laws, it is stated very
unamhigumslythmmembemnrpnhucalpaniesmdmﬂmgwdmm
not be pastors in our churches, nor should they become members of the church
council. We are a church and not a political organization. First and foremost
our loyalty as a pastor is (o God and His people. There is no way that we should
sell our souls 1o any political party or secret organization for whatever nation-

al, economic or political reason,
The above statement does not mean that we are not involved in the

mwwmﬂwbmmmpmmmmmm we do
not need mm&mmwnliﬂal party how to serve our people. Evangelicals
havthminthcfuﬁﬂmlafmmaﬁm Let us not forger Rev, Tigran
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Andreasian who played a prominent role¢ in the salvation of the people of Musa
tagh.3! Nor should we ignore the work of Mr. Soghomon Tehlirian, who was
himself an Evangelical. 32 One could go on to number all the Evangelicals who
have been active and leaders of political parties, but that is not our task,

To come back to the question of the Evangelical Church and the
Armenian Nation, I should point out that the founders of the Evangelical
Church stated that they did not want to break with the National Church nor to
separate from the nation. One of the first and greatest Evangelicals was Priest
Fznak Ter Veranes Grigorian. Before his death he wrote a booklet entitled

Kronabokhoutioune Barekargoutioune che3* He was the most persecuted
member of the Evangelical Church. He suffered torture, exile and humiliation
at the hands of the Patriarch and perhaps it was because of it that he became an
Evangelical, He was a man of integrity and an ardent defender of the freedom
of conscience. The missionaries as much as the Patriarch could not stomach
him. The missionarics fired him from his post as a book seller because he was
not willing to compromise with his conviction. In his old age he was obliged 1o
start a school to support himself, and when he was too old to work, be was in
a very adverse condition and he died in extreme poverty, on May 17, 1875.
Two days before his death, he had heard that the Bythinian Union was
having its annual convention in Istanbul, Thinking it was beld in Pera, at the
Beyoghlu Church, he went there walking to give his last testament to his broth-
ers, and found out that the meeting was at the Langa Church. But he was 100
weak to walk all the way back to Langa, so he asked a friend to go there and
give his testament saying:
My departing time is near, night is drawing closer, speak to those dear
servants that they should not deviate from our first glorious resolution,
let them not hurt the work, let them spare the Nation, let them spare the
immortal souls. From the beginning the earnest desire of our hearts was
that OUR CHURCH, OURS, SHOULD BE REFORMED THROUGH
THE GOSPEL, AND IN IT RELIGION AND PIETY BE REVIVED.
LET THEM NOT DEVIATE FROM THAT HONORABLE PUR-
POSE, WHICH IS OUR RIGHTFUL PRIDE.>
Rev. A. Shmavmhn,mhismfacnmlhchﬁmomwpmmm
writes:

“Among the Armenians there could be found a few undaunted souls who.
had the courage to stand up and declare that by the Grace of God they
are taking upon themselves the dangerous role of being the vanguard of
religious reform among the Armenians. They were forty persons in all.
Simple, humble, meek, praying Armenians, who had been cast out of their
houses and churches. They were insignificant in number and position...
Some thought that with a few threatening words, one or two severe bulls




of excommunication and official anathemas, they would be able to silence
them and destroy their movement. But they remained unmoved, their
voice drowned in the clamor of the day, yet it will echo with a roar from
generation to generation and, it will force the Armenians 1o lake note of
their statement. “We respect the ecclesiastical authorities, we accept with
utmost respect our national traditions which have been sanctified by the
blood of the martyrs. We accept the confession of faith (creed) of the
Church Universal, We love the Armenian Nation with all our heart and
all our soul, but the freedom of our conscience we consider to be more
valuable than everything else, and will not allow that any authority or tra-
dition or command pluck up from our hands the Gospel of Christ, or be a
hindrance for us and for our sons when we come, without a mediator or
intercessor, to fulfill our spiriwal duty to God the saviour according o
our conscience,” They said. "If there was a separation, that separation
could be considered external and temparary. The best elements of the
Nation will ultimately grasp the meaning of that voice and adopt its spir-
it,”36 concludes Shemavonian.

How much more nationalistic can one get to be? On 1 July 1846 forty
persons, 37 men and 3 women, at 08:00 hours gathered wgether in the chapel
found in the house of Rev. H. J. 0. Dwight. There were also other seven
American and two Scottish missionaries, Before the start of the worship service

“Now that you want to cstablish an organized church, which denomina-
tion?7 have you chosen or to which denomination will you attach your-
selves?” The gathered believers answered, “We do not need to designate
‘any new denomination or adopt a foreign system point by point. Having
been disciples of the Holy Gospel and having accepted its soul reviving
priniciples, we desire 1o take our mother church 1o informer apostolic
orthodoxy and its simplicity, therefore, we have decided to establish THE

EVANGELICAL CHURCH OF ARMENIA AND NOTHING ELSE™

1. This is a paper read by Rev, Doct. Manuel Jinbashian at the “Theological Seminar on
Church and Nation,” organized by the Union of the Amenian Evangelical Churches
in the Near East and held on November 1, 1996, at the Near East School of Theology,

2. Sea the works of Avelis Pecpérian { Patmoutioun hayotz. 1772-1860, Costantnoupolis,
1871) and Stepan Utujian (T2agounen yev Entatsk Avetaranakanoitian Ee Hays.
Costantnowpolis, 1914) both of whom were contemporarics of the events and were
directly involved in one way or another. The former is clearly biased toward the
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U3 Qg uaviyuunrehiLe
BR URGSULILUG UL CULNRUR

UUONOARN
AP UULNFEL U ShUAUEHL

{wlwawl miwGg w)l YwpdhphG t huingnuihG pt Ly Uthnwpwlwlw Cup-
dmuip hintuupd tp ity Yandt omwp dhupnbupGbam Ghabpmb b dhiu Ynndt Nngn
Luyng Munnphwppmpbwl dtnp wmud Juunmph G6EpmG’ hulwblinbgwlwa Jwpdm -
Gpncntd, i pt wihlyw hp gnjunnudh wnweh hul optG Yp Shintp wunwlpntiy hGwnqup-
twl Uwjp BYtinbghl’ ruuwntipp gnjg Ynt sl vy, np whlw dbnilnG tp pupk-
GnpngowlwG plnhwlnin w)G hnuwlph6 bt whnp phlbpugng waquihl n wgquiGu-
Ywi ghuwhgnipbwl, wquunipbwG b hpunmlph hwolwgnnmpbwG, npntp hpbgst
Gbipu winhfi 0 Whi6 OuduiGtiust YwjupnipbuiG huty hudw)Gpp wjts wipnng Yujupm-
phlip: Uyu YugmppGh oquuugnpdmbigun wpbninbwl dhupnGuwpnipbwl Yondt, h*G
thnjp np wibphkwG ShuhnGuipmpbnG quibwqw GhplwsugmghyGtp jubwfuwyho-
PL6 bunnusnwd pyws b hpbiGg wbntyughptpng pt hpbGp Upbibyp thG huubp wwpgo-
PtG hnf phptipn hwiwp WibwwpwGhG myup b thE dhtp dhwdmfu pruwy wpbibog
tybntighGbpmt GbpphG Yuwipg m uwpphl. hwunwiphl b gnpdmGtaiptiuG: Gwunbpp
uwbuyl, b GnyGhuy Yupg S wtinkyughpbpG wing’ wyy ShuhnGunGpnid, gnjg n
wl, pt, winGgut ndwp, b1 puqiwpht thG wintp, Yuntighti wwnuwlwhy gnpdntGtni-
PG, puguiitntight UikunwpuwGuwlut Cuipdnh wawghG huitnpnibpp hulunpmb-
tm Utp bllintighhG b hussunwinbim wigwn huidwylp dp b byngh 6p hptGy ghwn-
qud bt hwulgud dtiny: :

Pl uiyn ghingnuwdt at hwulgmwap manuilh Y hwlwngpmtp dwy Unwiptipuljul
Utyp Byinbghh Yunnjght, np wjuwhund Yp uwwGup hdGwlwG wnwgh hupauwdp,
tiu np, vwhuw)G, whwh guwhintp bunwnwipwjhl b Yunmgw)ht bp npnyptG:

“huip dp t quigh winbih dusy WibwnuwipwGaluGniphiGp d6wg nntpu hu) woquighl
Poinp 2wndo GGG, wytmbustibnd YepohG wuuuidbiwltpg bl gnjg uw pE wib-
wwpuilulw huyl wy hw) bp wogmpbwip b jwéwlu 4p qunitp wawgh aupphl
tpwh wqquisht swndnuiGbpn, b pt Yupbih gt npuwbusg wing hwjmpdip b gy
5 quayG waquishG b wunnljuGbhntpbGtG: Uydi puit ip thofuniuud tp wnupwloje.
b wyu Ulippyhwuh 3mjutifibnlg Ywpnnhlnut G wunhG: bpuws tp np Yup wibwduwnt-
Abah puit 6o &y bilinbghhG b <w) Ugghi Ghebi, ta whnp hbuntawGpl tp bnwd w)
Pl npwwawhbip tp bpth: Upnwpbe' bpp uljuwG gty wquwinwlw Gl bt ppusniiph

hntnG wiltinunbp. dw) BYbnbghh ongth Gbpu uljuwd hupannSGbpmiG NS wipwlnm

btaighG b ny gty put Yuipnnaguic 2andby nuptpm nGpwgphl
nuilubniphnn b wnhp dp unbndty BytbghhG hwdwn® Jbpw-







