A .
AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI

CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES AVIM Commentary * No: 2015 / 107 »

A HYPOCRITICAL CALL FOR INTER-RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE
Mehmet Oguzhan TULUN

Analyst

2015 has so far not been a good year for inter-religious dialogue. This is clearly evident
from the perspective of Turkey. As a predominantly Muslim country, Turkey has seen
various Christian groups attempts to gang up through the abuse of the dispute over the
events of 1915. The actions of the Roman Catholic Church (the largest Christian
denomination in the world) and the World Council of Churches (the largest Christian
church association in the world)[1] serve as two important pillars of the less-than-friendly
attitude of the various Christian groups towards Turkey.

This religious oriented approach, without taking the time to assess the veracity of the
claims of genocide regarding the events of 1915, has adopted the Armenian narrative as
undisputable fact and has proceeded to act with this assumption. The only logical
explanation for this unquestioning adoption of the genocide claims is that such claims are
mainly propagated by Armenians (who are predominantly Christians) against the
predominantly Muslim Turkey, against whom exists an unsurmountable historical religious
grudge.

Flying in the face of previous calls for inter-religious dialogue and despite his own overall
open-minded attitude, this year Pope Francis of the Roman Catholic Church has
obsessively voiced the genocide narrative regarding the events of 1915. He had already
caused a controversy when he indirectly referenced this narrative during a religious
ceremony on April 12 this year,[2] since he demonstrated no coherent understanding of
what the term genocide actually means, yet felt entitled to point it at Turkey and its past.
The Popes action had drawn strong reaction from Turkey and noticeably strained the
relations between Turkey and the Papacy.

The Pope seemed to have taken a step back after the amount of criticism he drew for his
remarks during April 12. Yet he seems to have decided to push on with this issue. During
a religious ceremony in Vatican City on September 7, the Pope yet again made references
to the Armenian narrative of the events of 1915, this time by employing the worn out
clichés of the genocide narrative.[3]

One credible explanation for the Popes insistence on latching onto the genocide narrative
in spite damaging relations with Turkey is that it serves as a convenient tool to forge
solidarity among Christians by invoking the image of the menacing Islam that victimizes




innocent Christian groups (the concepts of Christian victimhood and martyrdom are
clearly invoked in the Popes September 7 speech). The Roman Catholic Church sees itself
as the one true church of Christianity, and all other churches as those which have lost
their way and which must eventually be brought back into the fold.[4] Especially the
Armenian Apostolic Church (the national church of the Armenian people), which lobbied
for the Pope to adopt the genocide narrative in 2015, but also other Christian churches
have expressed their approval of the Popes current discourse. As such, the Pope utilizes
the genocide narrative to garner appraisal and thus elevate the Papacys standing in the
Christian world. Yet at the same time, the Pope scapegoats Islam in general and Turkey in
particular without regard for the negative ramifications that this might have in terms of
Christian-Muslim dialogue.

Meanwhile, the Armenian Apostolic Church this year has utilized every available resource
to propagate the genocide narrative, infuse it with religious undertones, and accuse
Turkey of failing to face up to the reality of the genocide narrative. Bypassing all the
complexity of the events of 1915, it has categorically canonized allegedly 1.5 million
Armenian victims.[5] Let us leave aside the fact that the figure 1.5 million is nonsense.
The Church has declared 1.5 million people as having been saints without even knowing
their names, their actual number, their exact circumstance of death, or their deeds
throughout their lives. Although supposedly done for religious reasons, when analyzed
from the broader perspective of the highly politicized dispute over the events of 1915, the
Churchs canonization can be interpreted as being nothing short of a political move. The
Church has sought instill a sense of religious legitimacy to the genocide narrative by
invoking the image of 1.5 million saints who gave up their lives in the name of their
Christian faith against the oppressive and cruel Muslim Turks.

It is in such an atmosphere that Aram I, the Catholicos of the Holy See of Cilicia (one of
the four administrative units of the Armenian Apostolic Church), has made a call for inter-
religious dialogue between Christians and Muslims. According to Aram |, this is not an
option but a necessity in todays globalized world where different communities frequently
required interact with each other.[6] According Aram |, dialogue between religious groups
should aim at accepting each other, trusting each other, and working together on issues
of common concern. He added that dialogue should prioritize respecting specificities and
deepening commonalities; identifying common areas of joint engagement and action...

Every sensible human being can agree to Aram Is words. His words reflect a very
appropriate way of approaching dialogue between different groups of human beings who
may at times be very different from each other. Yet Aram Is sensible words are at a stark
contrast to the current attitude of the Armenian Apostolic Church (in which Aram | is a top
official) that attempts to scapegoat a major Muslim country like Turkey and also Turks at
every turn. The Churchs incessant drive to have the genocide narrative established as an
undisputable fact and viciously criticizing anyone who thinks otherwise has effect of
propagating Turcophobia and Islamophobia.

In such a context, Aram Is otherwise sensible words come off as being highly insincere,
even hypocritical, from the Turkish perspective. It is very difficult to engage in
meaningful, constructive dialogue with someone or some institution when they




categorically accuse you and attempt to smear your name due to your views on a hotly
debated issue such as the events of 1915. As such, in the current atmosphere, Aram Is
otherwise valuable words end up having no real weight, and therefore no real
consequence.
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