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A PASTORAL JOURNEY—BRINGING FAITH HOME
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St. Paul, Minn.—In an ancient gesture of hospitality, two children in colorful Armenian costume will present a silver tray of bread and salt to His Holiness Karekin II, Supreme Patriarch and Catholicos of All Armenians, upon his arrival in St. Paul for a two-day pontifical visit, October 25–26. His Holiness will bless the children and dip the bread in the salt, taking a bite as a symbol of thanksgiving.  
On Thursday, October 25, at 7 p.m., His Holiness will celebrate a Service of Adoration (“Hrashapar”) at St. Sahag Armenian Church, 203 N. Howell St., in the Merriam Park neighborhood of St. Paul. On Friday, October 26, at 10:30 a.m., he will give an address and receive an honorary degree at the University of St. Thomas School of Law in Minneapolis. Both events are open to the public. 

The Twin Cities stop is part of an 18-city tour hosted by the Diocese of the Armenian Church of America (Eastern), October 4 through November 3.

Bread and salt are life-giving elements symbolizing humanity’s essential needs, echoing the Gospel story in which Jesus identifies Himself as the bread of life and humanity as the salt of the earth.  The blessing recited by His Holiness Karekin II is a plea to God to achieve meaning in life and to thank Him for His mercies. The Hrashapar Service is one that is traditionally celebrated by the Church involved in the arrival of the Catholicos. This service has two meanings: one of welcome and also, on the part of the Catholicos, a service of Thanksgiving for having reached his destination safely and an acknowledgement of the honor being bestowed upon him.
His Holiness Karekin II, spiritual leader of the world’s 9 million Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Christians, is the first Catholicos of All Armenians to visit Minnesota. (His Holiness Aram I, Catholicos of the Great House of Cilicia, visited St. John’s University in Collegeville, Minn., in 2006.) 

“Catholicos,” from a Greek word meaning “universal,” is the highest ecclesiastical title in the Armenian Apostolic Church, which is an independent member of the Oriental Orthodox communion. The word “apostolic” refers to Sts. Thaddeus and Bartholomew, Jesus’ disciples, who were the first to preach Christianity in Armenia.

Karekin II is the 132nd in a continuous line dating back to St. Gregory the Illuminator in 301 A.D., through whom Armenia became the first nation to adopt Christianity as its sole and official religion. The historical Armenian homeland, which includes the biblical Mt. Ararat, stretches from eastern Anatolia into the southern Caucasus region.

The Catholicos of All Armenians is seated at the Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin near Yerevan, the capital of the Republic of Armenia. A former Soviet state which became independent in 1991, Armenia is located between the Black and Caspian seas, surrounded by Turkey, Azerbaijan, Iran, and Georgia. About the size of Maryland, the landlocked, mountainous republic is home to some 3 million people. 

St. Sahag Armenian Church (www.saintsahag.com), the only Armenian house of worship in Minnesota, Iowa, and the Dakotas, was consecrated on September 7, 2002. The former Merriam-Lexington Presbyterian Church, a beautiful 1912 Gothic-Tudor building, is being sensitively restored and modified according to Armenian religious tradition. 

Until they acquired a building of their own, Twin Cities Armenians held services at Episcopal and Greek Orthodox churches. In the early 1950s, Archbishop Tiran Nersoyan, leader of the Armenian Apostolic churches in North America, celebrated a Divine Liturgy at St. Mary’s Greek Orthodox Church in Minneapolis: for some of the local Armenians, many of them refugees from Turkey after World War I, the ceremony marked the first participation in Armenian worship since their arrival. 

As a parish of the Diocese of the Armenian Church of America (Eastern), St. Sahag comprises several hundred first- through fourth-generation Armenians and friends of the community. Minnesota Armenians, who first settled in St. Paul in 1899, have been served by visiting priests for more than a century. As early as 1917, the “Armenian Rectory of St. Paul” certified the baptism of Woodrow Haig Keljik by visiting bishop Papken Gulesserian. The current visiting priest is Fr. Sahak Kaishian.

The 1150 Minnesotans who claim Armenian ancestry remain concentrated in the Twin Cities metro area. There are an estimated 1 million Americans of Armenian descent.

For more information, please visit: www.saintsahag.com and www.pontificalvisit.com especially www.pontificalvisit.org/RegionalNews/Minneapolis.htm 
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