The Life and Work of St. Gregory the Illuminator





	Being an Armenian Christian, I wanted to respond to a question that was raised in a forum.  Someone asked, "Who introduced Christianity into Armenia, and why was it more successful there that it was legalized so much earlier?"  A very early tradition with substantial evidence -present in not only the Eastern Churches but even in the Latin Church- states that the Apostles St. Thaddeus and St. Bartholomew were the first to bring the Gospel to Armenia.  And so our own Divine Liturgy invokes them as our "First Enlighteners" (Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi).  Yet the faithful they gained were to remain persecuted for the next couple of centuries under the Apostles successor's, the Bishops, who maintained the Apostolic Faith.  Hence we have many martyrs from this period celebrated in our Church Calendar.  Yet the work of the conversion of the nation was reserved for another holy soul, another Enlightener.


	St. Gregory was exiled from his homeland when he was very young.  This was because his father had assasinated the King of Armenia as a result of a dynastic struggle.  It wasn't long before Gregory's father was also killed in retaliation and so the young boy had to be exiled to Cappadocia to save his life.  There -in this great Christian center of learning which produced the likes of St. Basil the Great, St. Gregory the Theologian (called Nazianzus in the West) and St. Gregory of Nyssa- the boy Gregory was imbued with the Christian faith.  It was there he would receive his great instruction into the depths of the Holy Scriptures and the Apostolic Tradition. 	Once his formation was complete, on an evangelical inspiration, Gregory set out to convert the Land of his Fathers and returned to Armenia.  The King of Armenia at this time was the son of Tiridates II who had been murdered by Gregory’s father.  Arrested for evangelizing, it was made known to the reigning King, Tiridates III, that Gregory was the son of his father's assasin.  After unspeakable tortures, he had Gregory cast into a deep, dark pit.  There he would remain for an astounding 13 years, only to be kept alive by a house-servant of the King who was secretly a Christian.  She sustained Gregory’s life by dropping food down to him as occasion would allow.


	King Tiridates by this time was violently persecuting the Christians in his realm in imitation of his friend the infamous Diocletian, Emperor of Rome.  Finally, the Armenian King was stricken with an affliction which made him go mad to the point of imagining himself a beast grazing down on all fours.  The King was finally persuaded by his sister (St. Khosrovitoukht) to release Gregory who, upon his release, prayed for God to heal the King of his affliction.  Immediately the King was healed:  physically and spiritually.  He became a believer was baptized and set about the work of assisting St. Gregory the Illuminator in the evanglization of the Armenia.  Because of his great assistance to St. Gregory in spreading the Gospel, the King Tiridates (or Drtad in Armenian) is also a canonized saint of the Armenian Church.  This mission found great success and in A.D. 301, made Armenia the first nation on earth to have "turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God."


	Much more could be said, but this is -in brief- the story of the origins of the Armenian Church and the conversion of the Armenian Nation.  I think this story is one that is most timely considering the Pope's recent visit to Armenia and our 1700th jubilee since the conversion of our Nation.
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