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18 January 1997

ARMENIAN CHRISTMAS IN BETHLEHEM

Dear children of the Armenian Apostolic Orthodox Church all over the
world, and men and women of good will everywhere:

During this Christmas season, for Latins, the Greek Orthodox, the
Armenian and Oriental Orthodox Churches, the celebrations are extended from
December 24" to January 19®, and there is jubilation in Bethlehem, the manger of
the birthplace of our Lord Jesus Christ.

This 1s the second celebration for our Palestiman brethren, who act like
hosts, who in their capacity as official government authority, join the Christians
in their Christmas festivities.

His Excellency the President Mr. Yaser Arafat, is an undeniable witness to
the world, aiming at building new bridges, together with the Government and the
leaders of the people of Israel, establishing unwaivering understanding and
cooperation for peace, security and prosperity, for the mutual benefit of coming
generations.

A few months ago, here in this hallowed spot, in this humble grotto,
people said they had seen the miracle of a weeping Christ.

Thousands of believers, of all ages and professions, from all parts of the
land, congregated in these narrow confines to gaze in awe, hope and trepidation
upon the sight of the blood-drenched tears of the Saviour, and to pray for an
answer to their innermost longings.

While many declared it a real miracle, others scoffed. While many prayed
on their knees for a sign of the grace and favour of God, others stood by, and
laughed.

The actual miracle is not that an ancient, faded icon shed tears, but that in
this age of uncertainty and scepticism, there are still people willing to believe in
miracles, in the mercy of God and the promise of Christ.

Christmas is a timely reminder to us of the permanence of Christ's message
of hope and salvation. And if we want to witness a miracle, we need look no
further than our own heart.

"Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth and goodwill towards
men," the Angels sang to the shepherds as they crouched by their fire, and their
words have echoed down the ages, and will continue to be heard as long as there
is a living soul inhabiting our planet.
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"Glory to God," the Angels said, because God is everything, and
everything belongs to Him. We are nothing without His special grace. This is His
kingdom, and we are full-fledged citizens of it, endowed with inalienable
birthrights that nothing can deprive us of. If only we realise the full meaning of
this, we shall never lose hope or surrender to despair.

"On earth peace:" it is the most fundamental longing of every human
being, particularly those of us who are caught up in the horror of war and famine.
God promises us peace on earth, if only we would purify our hearts and accept
each other as brothers of the same family, and love each other, without
distinction, whether the other is a friend or a foe. For without such love.
particularly the "impossible" one of loving your enemy, there shall be no peace
on earth.

"And goodwill towards men;" love cannot flourish without good will. If
we really want to be loved, we must exorcise any feelings of ill-will we bear
towards others, and fill our heart with good-will towards all others.

When, twelve months ago, we gathered here at this hallowed spot, to
celebrate our first Christmas in Bethlehem under the Administration of our
brothers, the Palestinians, just as for centuries past, others before us had knelt.
under different Administrations, we were filled with all sorts of expectations.

Many of these, particularly our yearning for peace, have still to be
fulfilled, for although many things have happened in these 12 months, much is
still left to be done.

We pray that the coming year will see the realisation of all our dreams, so
that eventually peace may reign on earth, that the world may be filled with men
of good will and that the Glory of God may be manifested among us, and may the
whole universe worship the compassionate, the merciful God, the Allah, the
Yahweh, and the Saviour of mankind, for ever and ever.

AMEN.

Patriarch Torkom Manoogian
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