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Thomas Rochon introduces His Holiness Karekin II Oct. 26 before the Catholicos received his honorary degree.
Armenian Catholicos awarded honorary degree
By Annemarie Iddins

Columnist

 The Rev. Dennis Dease, university president, awarded an honorary doctorate of humane letters to the Supreme Patriarch of the Armenian Church Oct. 26 on the Minneapolis campus. 
 His Holiness Karekin II, the Catholicos of All Armenians, is the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church’s equivalent of the pope. He was the first Armenian Catholicos to visit Minnesota, and did so as part of a monthlong pontifical visit to the United States. More Armenians now live outside the country than in it, so such visits are an annual attempt by the church to reach out to Armenian communities around the world. 

 Jacob Martell, a senior international studies major born in Armenia, attended the event because of his Armenian heritage. 
  “I don’t get much of an opportunity to do this kind of thing in the [United] States because we’re a religious minority, but it’s excellent to see St. Thomas awarding a doctorate to the Catholicos,” Martell said.

 An eclectic audience assembled for the event held in the School of Law’s Schulze Grand Atrium. Besides Dease, other notables included Thomas Rochon, executive vice president and chief academic officer, Archbishop Harry Flynn, former West Publishing executive and Armenian Gerard Cafesjian, several Armenian archbishops and St. Paul Mayor Chris Coleman. Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Ryback apologized for his absence in a letter that thanked the Catholicos for his “tireless work on behalf of all Armenians.”

 Armenia is a country roughly the size of Maryland bordered by Turkey, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Iran. In 1915 more than one million Armenians died in the century’s first genocide carried out by the Turks and multitudes fled to other areas around the globe. Turkey still disputes the genocide and Armenia has made news in recent weeks regarding a continuing debate whether the United States will formally recognize the genocide.

 Receiving the degree just one day before the ninth anniversary of his appointment to the Armenian Church’s highest position, the Catholicos seemed at home on the podium, even cracking a smile as he apologized for his imperfect English. He read a prepared speech that shared his vision for religious freedom that wouldn’t water down faith and thanked the United States for opening its doors to Armenians when they needed refuge.

  “This is the model that more countries in our area of the world need to follow,” he said, “to ensure religious freedom without sacrificing our Christian heritage and dignity.”

 A surprise came midway in the presentation when the Catholicos used the occasion to present an award himself. He gave Gerard Cafesjian and his wife Cleo the highest medal of the Holy See, the medal of St. Gregory the Illuminator, patron saint of Armenia.

  “Mr. Cafesjian has proved to be a worldly leader of the Armenian people and an exemplary steward,” Karekin said. “It is a great honor for me to decorate the chest of a worthy son of the Armenian Church.”

 Cafesjian began the Cafesjian Family Foundation, a charitable organization focused on Armenian interests, in 1996. The foundation has collaborated with St. Thomas on multiple fronts and is currently sponsoring two Armenian priests studying at St. Thomas.

 Martell said he believes maintaining ecumenical ties with Armenia is important because of its geographical positioning in the Middle East.

 Dease, who has been a friend of the Cafesjians for more than two decades and serves on the board of their foundation, said St. Thomas’ relationship with Armenia, the Armenian Apostolic Church and the Cafesjian Family Foundation is a beneficial one for everyone involved.

  “St. Thomas faculty and students would derive opportunities to learn from on-site involvement in the political, social, cultural and economic development of a post-communist society,” Dease said.

 By giving students the opportunity to apply their skills in real world projects like collaboration with print and broadcast media and development of alternative energy sources, Armenia will receive vital aid and students’ educational experiences will be enriched.

  “This doctorate will forever be a reminder of the warm ties between your university and the Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin,” Karekin said.
Annemarie Iddins can be reached at amiddins@stthomas.edu

