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Introduction
   Repeatedly, whenever we sent theology students or young representatives of the church to regional ecumenical work camps or international conferences they came back with a wish to learn more about their own church, not the others'. Quite ironically, a number of people have become more fanatically defensive of their church and less accepting of the others after getting in contact with members or traditions of other churches.
    This is not surprising especially that ecumenism demands high levels of awareness on many levels, and thus is as complex as broad topics like Christian spirituality, Christian partnership, or communion. In other words, similar to the intricacy of spirituality, so also in ecumenism there is discovery of the spirit. Ecumenism includes the discovery of the other as new, and then the discovery of the other as other, the discovery of the other as legitimate, and the discovery of the other as worthy of remaining in communion with.  
   In addition to the discovery of the other, ecumenism is also and as importantly a discovery of the self, meant both personally and as an ecclesial collectivity. It is a discovery of oneself as worthwhile and legitimate. It is a gradual and differentiated discovery of all that belongs to one's own and a high degree of critical intimacy with it. 
   While put in personal language, what I mean by the "other" is the other church, or the other theology, or the other Christian believer; and by "self" I mean the church one belongs to, or the ecclesial faith community, theology, tradition or understanding one personally adheres to.
   After all, where the ecumenical movement takes off, it flies in the realm of God’s Spirit.  The metaphor of flying leads us to think of two wings that make the flight possible. But unlike much popular thinking, the two wings mentioned are not the romantic joining between the traditional I on the one hand, and a symmetrically opposite partner on the other. Rather, the one is the wing of growing openness to others as they are, and the second is the wing of continuing discovery, rediscovery, and readjustment of oneself or of one's own. It includes a disciplined confession of wrong and confession of right. Consequently, ecumenism fails or plunges into lower levels, or gets side tracked, or makes vicious circles around itself when it limits itself to only one of its wings.  
   The balancing of the two wings is a constant and costly tension, as is the case in any homeostatic condition. Ecumenism, therefore, is more a matter of maintaining the balance of an increasingly higher spiritual discovery than reaching a level of comfort, stability, resolution, agreement, or final destination.
On the Armenian Ethos
   Whereas all Christians and all churches are called to an ecumenical discovery of self and the other, it is likely that some traditions will find the ecumenical journey as closer to home than others. Without evaluating it more highly than others or making value judgments about any, I want to subjectively argue that the characteristic spirit of the Armenian culture, in other words the Armenian ethos as it has developed in history, is, broadly stated, ecumenism friendly. 
   A review of Armenian ancient and modern history, whether it is geopolitical history, religious history, or cultural history, sheds light on the existence of Armenians in the midst of various contradictory and opposed forces, peoples, faiths, theologies, and cultures. Armenian self-awareness often revolves around the fact that they are among or in between numerous others. This trend is recurrent so often that it has become part of the Armenian ethos. The striking point is not the mere presence of contradictory forces around Armenians and thus an Armenian feeling of being victimized by “in-betweenness”.  Quite the contrary, it is often a high evaluation of oneself and one's group, added to a high level of consciousness of the others and an ongoing search for a major role to play in the midst of the contradictions. Thus, one can see "in-betweenness" as a blessing as well. This, in turn, has affected political and other strategic choices in the state, the church, and the various institutions of Armenian society in many ages up to this day. Obviously, my purpose behind this generalized view is an attempt at understanding the ecumenical zest behind not only my church, the Armenian Evangelical Church, but also the Armenian Apostolic Church and indeed Armenian Christianity as such.
   It is beyond the scope of this work to present the analytical details of history. However, it may suffice to hint to a few illustrations on this trend of what I would like to call the Armenian among and in between others. It is my sense that each specialist in his/her area of Armenian studies will be able to identify many other illustrations.
   It is a striking fact that one of the books on Armenian church history chooses to open its first chapter with a list of Armenian words which have similarities with so many other languages, thus hinting to the close affinity of the Armenian with the non-Armenian. 
It reads, "with the Vedic Indian, the Armenian cark for car or wagon; with the Old Persian dastag, for hand; with the Greek gyn, for woman; with the Latin nav, for ship; with the Celt zur, for water; with the Frenchman shun, for dog, with the Scot tun, for house; with the Slav das, for ten; with the Goth ber, for bear or bring; with the German agn, for eye, with the Englishman caam, mees, her and dur, for come, meat, hair, and door respectively."

   What is noteworthy in this approach is not how well founded or unfounded these examples are scientifically, but rather how, throughout the centuries, the Armenian self-understanding has been intensely taken the other(s) into consideration.
   A second illustration is the national political meaning attached to the adoption of the Christian faith as the state religion of Armenia in 301 A.D.  A non-theological reading of the adoption of Christianity by a country that is surrounded by non-Christian empires is often seen as a conscious political choice that gave Armenia a character of religious "differentness" and uniqueness, which, in a way is a choice for political and cultural independence.    
   Still in the pages of Armenian Church history, the role Chalcedon, anti-Chalcedonianism, or non-Chalcedonianism have played in Armenian ecclesiastical, political and ecumenical relationships has been striking. Chalcedon as an open question regarding the Armenian Church became a characteristic of classifying, unclassifying, or mis-classifying the Armenian Church on theological and other maps. The late Catholicos Karekin Sarkissian wrote:  "This is the reason why so often so many church historians have been at a loss to find any real theological justification for the position of the Armenian Church. Not being able to find any serious reason for the Armenian rejection of the Council of Chalcedon, they have let their imagination run riot, and have offered, albeit quite sincerely, endless explanations for it."
 
   Turning the page to politics and the Armenian ethos, we go to Lebanon of modern times. During the Lebanese infighting between 1975-1991, the various Armenian Lebanese political parties agreed on one important principle, that they will adopt the policy of "positive neutrality".  As a result, they opted for open relations with both East and West Beirut. They helped both sides in one way or another, and lived tensions with both sides in other ways. Yet the fact that they belonged to neither was the constant policy. Such was and is the role that is played by Armenians in much of their Diaspora communities.
   In my opinion, none of the positions of "in-betweenness" have been comfortable; none have been out of mere strategy for survival; none for simple fear; none out of very low or very high self-appreciation. While it is difficult to present an analysis so abruptly, it is highly significant to discover the realistic Armenian conviction that life is defined in relationship, with its advantageous and painful dimensions alike. It is the conviction that there is no possibility of life without others around us, or without a way of coexistence and exchange, without a way of remaining in constant and vital relationship with them.
   As one expects, the ethos of "in-betweenness" for Armenians has been costly. Experiences of martyrdom on the one hand and the struggle to rebuild on the other have jointly become the norm. The Christian focal view of the resurrection of Christ, and thus the resurrection of the faithful, has become providentially real and uplifting in this struggle. 
  Additionally, in much of the Armenian experience there has been openness on the one hand and cautiousness on the other. This has also been reflected in the constant re-visitation of the question of identity and struggle to keep it close to others yet independent. This struggle is also responsible for the cordial relationship among the various churches of the one Armenian nation, thus creating an intra-Armenian spiritual and popular agora.
On Spirituality
   If spirituality, in a broad sense, is the result of the innermost spiritual interplay between the experience of pain and human aspiration for fulfillment, then we notice that the Armenian ethos of a costly "in-betweenness" has shaped and still shapes Armenian spirituality. On the other hand, the role of the Holy Spirit is to be seen both in the context and the content of such spirituality.  It is often presented, among others, through the liturgical and sacramental activity of the church, but also in the perceived intervention of God in events of history, or certain reform movements in the church.
   As much as conquests, massacres, and persecutions characterize the Armenian experience, creativity and collective responses of faith have been equally present and formative of Armenian spirituality. This is not far from the various theologies of Christian “pilgrimage”, the "already and not yet" of the Kingdom, “in this world but not of this world” approaches, between “two kingdoms” or “two cities”, and other biblical and theological notions. It is probably this specific character of spirituality of “in-betweenness” that makes the Armenian experience ecumenism friendly. It is within such a context that the call of Christ to the unity of the Christians is to be read and interpreted.
   It is not possible to conclude from the Armenian case that ecumenism is so much a matter of ethos and context that others with no comparable cultural experience to the Armenian cannot be as ecumenical. What is possible to say, however, is that the formative context of a certain spirituality is responsible for the way the ecumenical message of the Gospel is appreciated and lived.  Other cultures and churches than the Armenian may be or may become more or less ecumenism friendly through a different baggage of spirituality and with a different process of believing.
The Armenian Ecumenical Challenge Still
   While the present analysis celebrates a general tendency of the Armenian towards ecumenism and rejoices in the promises of increasing levels of spiritual communion with the Armenian Apostolic Church, it also points to a risk and a challenge. The risk is to rejoice in this tendency so much, parallel with our rejoicing for being first in adopting Christianity as our state religion, that a sense of pride, or apathy, or "for-grantedness" may be created in our midst both with regard to internal Armenian ecumenism, and to larger ecumenism. After all, what do we gain if we keep the tendency but not live the actuality? What do we gain if we focus on the possibility of deep spirituality but not discover its dimensions of self-critique and self-knowledge on the one hand, and of mission and giving on the other?  Ecumenism friendliness is no guarantee for fulfilling the ecumenical challenge. The guarantor is the Lord of the Church Jesus Christ who bridges the temporal "in-betweenness" with eternal love.
  The challenge to all therefore, is to go further. The ecumenical task calls us always to go beyond, to give beyond, to preach beyond, and to pray beyond. Beyond what is already there; beyond what is already acknowledged and known; beyond our participation in institutionalized ecumenism; beyond good will and humility. It is to go beyond our world and be renewed in mind, spirit, structure, and policy in the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  Thus, ecumenism does not end with much needed church agreements, or even with full communion among churches and church structures. It is taking steps together, praying together, celebrating together, planning together, and going out into the world together to preach and teach and baptize (Matthew 28:16ff). Ecumenism is a covenant to be kept faithfully and renewed humbly as we (individuals or churches) live together in the journey of our Christian faith.  All genuine spirituality is ecumenical spirituality guided by the Creator of all, Lord of all, Savior of all.  In such a view, ecumenism at home, that is within the one family, the one congregation, or the one denomination becomes a critical part of the ecumenism lived in the ever-expanding circles of fellowship. 
   Where ecumenism creates comfort, stability, and laxity, we should realize that something of its Christian spiritual vigor is lost. Where ecumenism is a natural cultural choice, faith is to be examined in depth. Where suspicion is the natural tendency of a people, the challenge to the faith must be complemented by a challenge to the culture and the context as well. 
  Such spirituality, I hope, is the core of Armenian ecumenism. 
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